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ABSTRACT 
 The complex issues of environmental justice require a contextualized approach, 
analyzing the intricacy of global ecological issues and studying local communities in 
which ecological issues are entangled with other concerns, such as ensuring economic 
survival and protecting the viability of local communities. Such contextual analysis is 
needed to guide Christians in making ethical decisions. This dissertation utilizes an 
ethnographic case study of hydraulic fracturing (fracking) in two local communities in 
Northeastern Pennsylvania to describe and analyze the global and local tensions created 
by the social, economic, and environmental effects of these practices. The description and 
analysis of the case study contributes to the development of a contextual Christian 
ecological ethical framework that is forged at the intersection of lived experience and 
Christian theological ethical principles and practices.  
Lutheran and ecofeminist theological perspectives provide a framework for a 
contextualized Christian ethic that identifies and negotiates through the economic and 
ecological tensions present for individuals and communities facing ecological injustice, 
resulting in the development of ethical principles that enable practical action in 
 ix 
 
establishing justice within communities. By reshaping the dialectical method found in 
Martin Luther’s theology, feminist intersectional theory, and middle-axiom ethical 
approaches, this dissertation argues that a contextualized ethical framework can be 
employed in local situations of ecological injustice for a more realistic and potentially 
transformative outcome. Specifically, I engage the coram relational model found in 
Luther’s writing, as described by Gerhard Ebeling and interpreted by Lutheran feminist 
theologian Caryn D. Riswold. My theological ethical approach is to engage people in 
dialectical reflection on their relationships with God, themselves as individuals, 
humanity, and the Earth. Through investigating these relationships, individuals come to 
understand the self as a complex manifestation of identities that influence the ethical 
decision-making process. Based on the self-knowledge gained in these reflections, 
community members can participate in dialogue to develop ethical principles in the form 
of middle axioms that can guide their community as a whole toward practical action. The 
case study analysis reveals how dialectical reflection and the development of middle 
axioms build upon each other, enabling practical ethical action in communities facing 
ecological and economic injustice.  
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GLOSSARY 
Contextual Christian Ethics are claims about what is right and wrong behavior that are 
developed from the lived realities of people in light of Christian theology. Whereas 
traditional ethical claims may be developed from theoretical analysis applied to a 
proposed problem (top-down analysis), the contextual approach is grounded in the study 
of particular situations and the unique power structures within them. Ethical claims are 
thus shaped from within contextual realities (bottom-up analysis). The goal of 
contextualized Christian ethics is to address ethical issues as Christians experience them 
rather than through an abstracted ideal. 
Dialectic is an ongoing process of holding oppositional ideas or values in tension and 
dynamic relationship with each other. 
Ecology as a scientific term is the study of organisms and their interaction with their 
environment.  
Eco-justice is defined by the World Council of Churches as a linking of “environmental 
and social justice issues…challeng[ing] both humanity’s destruction of the Earth and the 
abuse of economic and political power which result in poor people having to suffer the 
effects of environmental damage.”1 
                                                        
1. World Council of Churches, “The WCC and Eco-Justice — World Council of Churches,” The 
WCC and Eco-Justice, accessed September 24, 2018, https://www.oikoumene.org/en/what-we-do/eco-
justice. 
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Ecofeminism is a branch of feminist thought that asserts that the domination of women 
and the degradation of the Earth are connected through oppressive forces created by 
patriarchal systems. 
Ecosystem is “a biological community of interacting organisms and their physical 
environment.” 2 Ecosystems can vary in size from a small intermittent tide pool, to the 
entirety of the whole Earth. 
Hydraulic Fracturing (Fracking) is a process by which oil and natural gas are extracted 
from shale deposits deep within the Earth by drilling wells in which chemically treated 
water is injected to reach pockets of oil and gas. The pressure of the oil or gas causes 
some of the chemically treated water to be thrust back up to the surface of the well, where 
the water, oil, and/or gas are contained. Fracking has been used for this type of extraction 
since the 1940s; however, the advent of horizontal drilling has recently allowed oil and 
gas companies throughout the United States to access deposits of oil and gas that were 
previously thought to be inaccessible. 3 
                                                        
2. Oxford Dictionaries, s.v. “ecosystem,” accessed December 30, 2018, 
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/ecosystem.  
3. This definition of hydraulic fracturing is based on descriptions of the process found the 
following articles: G. Allen Burton et al., “Hydraulic ‘Fracking’: Are Surface Water Impacts an Ecological 
Concern?,” Environmental Toxicology and Chemistry 33, no. 8 (August 2014): 1680; Becky L. Choma, 
Yaniv Hanoch, and Shannon Currie, “Attitudes Toward Hydraulic Fracturing: The Opposing Forces of 
Political Conservatism and Basic Knowledge About Fracking,” Global Environmental Change 38 (May 
2016): 108; Jonathan Koplos, Mary Ellen Tuccillo, and Brent Ranalli, “Hydraulic Fracturing Overview: 
How, Where, and Its Role in Oil and Gas,” Journal: American Water Works Association 106, no. 11 
(November 2014): 38-39; Chris Mooney, “The Truth About Fracking,” Scientific American 305, no. 5 
(2011): 80; James Nye, “Flaming Faucets: A Woman’s Tap Water is Flammable as She Blames Nearby 
Fracking,” The Daily Mail, August 1, 2012, Accessed December 30, 2018, 
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2182179/Sherry-Vargsons-blames-fracking-flammable-tap-
water.html. The definition describes a technical process done in a specified manner, which may lead to 
similarities in descriptions of the process. I use the definition above for the purposes of this dissertation. 
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Intersectional Theory is the study of overlapping and intersecting social identities and 
the interactive influences of these identities with systems of oppression, domination, or 
discrimination. 
Paradox is a proposition that holds two oppositional ideas or values together.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The complexity of competing values in ecological justice create challenges for 
Christian ecological ethicists to address. Ethicists focused on ecological issues have 
rarely addressed in detail the lived realities and conflicted decisions faced by people in 
local communities and larger societies. The exception is the work that focuses on 
environmental racism, such as that of Robert Bullard, Emilie Townes and Karen Baker-
Fletcher.4 Most theological ethicists assert theological claims in broader ways, grounded 
in the sacramentality of the cosmos and in humanity’s relationships with the Earth and 
God. These ethicists aim at modifying behavior through macro-analysis of the issues and 
theological reconstruction. For example, many Christian ecological ethicists focus on 
shifting people’s perspectives from viewing nature as a disconnected “other” to one of 
interconnected appreciation, or even love, as God’s creation.5 Others assert a sacramental 
understanding of nature, in which the Earth manifests as an outward expression of God’s 
                                                        
4. As early as the 1970’s, James Cone and womanist ethicists examine the relation of eco-racism 
and injustice. See: Karen Baker-Fletcher, “Spirituality,” in Handbook of U.S. Theologies of Liberation, ed. 
Miguel de la Torre (St. Louis, MO: Chalice Press, 2004), 125. See Also: Robert D. Bullard, ed., 
Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the Grassroots (Boston: South End Press, 1993); Robert 
D. Bullard, Dumping in Dixie: Race, Class, and Environmental Quality, 3rd ed (Boulder, CO: Westview 
Press, 2000); Julian Agyeman, Robert D. Bullard, and Bob Evans, eds., Just Sustainabilities: Development 
in an Unequal World (London: Earthscan, 2003); Emilie M. Townes, In a Blaze of Glory: Womanist 
Spirituality as Social Witness (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1995); Karen Baker-Fletcher, Sisters of Dust, 
Sisters of Spirit: Womanist Wordings on God and Creation (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1998); 
Melanie L. Harris, ed., Ecowomanism, Religion, and Ecology (Boston: Brill, 2017). 
5. See: James A. Nash, Loving Nature: Ecological Integrity and Christian Responsibility 
(Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1991); Thomas Berry, The Great Work: Our Way into the Future (New York: 
Bell Tower, 2000); Cynthia D. Moe-Lobeda, Resisting Structural Evil: Love as Ecological-Economic 
Vocation (Lanham, MD: Fortress Press, 2013); Norman Wirzba, From Nature to Creation: A Christian 
Vision for Understanding and Loving Our World, The Church and Postmodern Culture (Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker Academic, 2015). 
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grace and therefore deserves care and respect.6 While the arguments constructed by these 
ethicists make a good case for why Christians should care about the Earth and care for the 
Earth, they often fail to describe how those ideals are enacted in context.7  
Those who do concern themselves with the complex ecological, economic, racial, 
and gender issues in ecological ethics often use the term eco-justice, thus acknowledging 
the connection between environmental degradation and the harsh realities of 
economically and socially disadvantaged communities that often bear the brunt of 
environmental degradation.8 One understudied example of ecological injustice in the 
United States today is found in communities in which hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) 
                                                        
6. See: Larry L. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics (Geneva: WCC Publications, 1996); 
John Hart, Sacramental Commons: Christian Ecological Ethics, Nature’s Meaning (Lanham, MD: 
Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 2006); John Hart, Cosmic Commons: Spirit, Science, and Space (Eugene, 
OR: Cascade Books, 2013); Sallie McFague, The Body of God: An Ecological Theology (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 1993). 
7. The work of Christian ecological ethicists such as Jim Nash, Larry Rasmussen, Thomas Berry, 
John Hart, Norman Wirzba, Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, and Sallie McFague have all made great connections 
between Christian theology and ecological care, but their work tends to look at the “big picture” of 
ecological injustice rather than at complex realities experienced in local communities. Many of these 
ethicists take the route of political advocacy as a means of practical application, which is an effective 
means of making changes over time, but fails at shedding light on the difficulties brought about through 
systemic economic and ecological oppression that individuals face on a day-to-day basis. 
8. Notably, the United Church of Christ published a landmark study within the field of eco-justice, 
“Toxic Wastes and Race in the United States,” in 1987, which made many of the links between how 
individuals in lower socioeconomic classes unjustly face the consequences of environmental degradation. 
United Church of Christ Commission on Racial Justice, “Toxic Wastes and Race In the United States: A 
National Report on the Racial and Socio-Economic Characteristics of Communities with Hazardous Waste 
Sites” (United Church of Christ, 1987). See also: Bullard, Dumping in Dixie; Leonardo Boff, Cry of the 
Earth, Cry of the Poor, Ecology and Justice (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1997); Rosemary Radford 
Ruether, “Ecology and Theology: Ecojustice at the Center of the Church’s Mission,” Interpretation 65, no. 
4 (2011): 354–63. 
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occurs.9 Fracking communities tend to be rural and economically disadvantaged. Among 
the economic opportunities brought in by fracking operations are the possibility of 
leasing one’s land to an oil or natural gas company, with the promise of residual checks 
for gas or oil production. People also hope for the stimulation of the local economy by 
increased patronage at local businesses, due to an influx of oil and gas workers. These 
economic opportunities must be tempered by the long-term environmental impact of 
burning and releasing fossil fuels into the atmosphere, as well as the potential 
contamination of groundwater sources. 10 The effect of the fracking industry on 
communities creates dialectical tensions: people must negotiate their way through the 
economic demands of the present and the wellbeing of their families and communities, 
but also must reconcile themselves to the fact that they may irreparably damage their 
local ecosystem.  
Thesis 
The thesis of this dissertation is that Lutheran and ecofeminist theological 
perspectives provide a framework for a contextualized Christian ethic that can identify 
                                                        
9. Hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”) is a process by which oil and natural gas are extracted from 
shale deposits deep within the Earth by drilling wells in which chemically treated water is injected to reach 
pockets of oil and gas. The pressure of the oil or gas causes some of the chemically treated water to be 
thrust back up to the surface of the well, where the water, oil, and/or gas are contained. Fracking has been 
used for this type of extraction since the 1940s, however, the advent of horizontal drilling has recently 
allowed oil and gas companies throughout the United States to access deposits of oil and gas that were 
previously thought to be inaccessible. See Chris Mooney, “The Truth About Fracking,” 80–85. 
10. The practice of fracking controversial for many reasons. It continues U.S. reliance on fossil 
fuels as an energy source that contributes to global climate change; it releases methane, a potent greenhouse 
gas, into the atmosphere; it has caused, in some cases, contamination of groundwater; it uses millions of 
gallons of chemically-treated water, that, if not handled properly, can contaminate areas around fracking 
sites; it is based on a boom/bust cycle economy meaning that the community’s economic basis may not be 
stable. 
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and negotiate through the economic and ecological tensions present for individuals and 
communities facing ecological injustice, and can result in the development of ethical 
principles that enable practical action to establish justice within communities. These 
theological perspectives provide pathways to address the dialectical realities that exist at 
the intersection of competing ecological, economic, and social values. The construction 
of a contextualized and dialectical approach to ethical principles provides a guide to 
communities in the future as they engage theological tensions and competing social 
powers. 
The dialectical nature of Lutheran theology applies well to the complexity of 
ecological issues in a living context. The term dialectic or dialectical in this dissertation is 
defined as a state of holding oppositional ideas or values in tension and dynamic 
relationship with each other. Lutheran theology, in many cases, asserts a “both/and” 
approach to linking concepts that appear to be diametrically opposed to one another, 
which may also be described as paradoxical. I have chosen to favor the term “dialectic” 
rather than “paradox” because it is broader in connotation, though some authors use them 
interchangeably.11 Martin Luther uses dialectical theological concepts throughout his 
                                                        
11. The term paradox generally connotes two ideas or values held are in opposition to each other; 
thus, it commonly refers to binaries without accounting fully for the multiplicity of tensions in a given 
context and the dynamism of relationships. Such complexities are more often taken into account in 
dialectical theorizing. 
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theological treatises in his descriptions of God and the human condition in particular. 12 
An example of Luther’s dialectic in ethical reflection is found in his treatise “The 
Freedom of a Christian,” in which he asserts that the nature of Christian freedom is found 
in being in service to others.13 A Christian is not bound by any temporal authority 
because s/he has complete faith in God but, because of that faith, s/he must be bound to 
serve others in Christ’s love. Luther’s writing is rife with similar examples in which the 
spiritual and temporal claims on the life of a Christian are in constant dialectical tension 
with one another.  
Luther’s use of dialectical thought is often restrictive, however, because most of 
his dialectical theological concepts are divided into binaries. By introducing feminist 
theory, I expand the notion of the dialectical beyond binaries, holding multiple ideas and 
values in tension with one another. One aspect of feminist thought assists in expanding 
the idea of dialectical relationships is intersectional theory. Intersectional theory focuses 
on the interaction among the diverse social forces of gender, race, socioeconomics, and 
religion within one’s identity and how those forces can combine to contribute to 
                                                        
12. God is both hidden and at the same time revealed as described in Martin Luther, “The 
Bondage of the Will,” in Word and Faith, ed. Kirsi I. Stjerna, vol. 2, The Annotated Luther (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 2015), 153–258. Christians live in the Kingdom or Realm of God and the Earthly 
Kingdom or Realm simultaneously as described in Martin Luther, “On Secular/Temporal Authority,” in 
Readings in Christian Ethics: A Historical Sourcebook, ed. Phillip Wogaman and Douglas Strong 
(Louisville, KY: John Knox Press, 1996), 128–31. Christians are both sinner and saint at the same time 
(simul justus et peccator). A part of Lutheran theology is navigating these tensions as a part of existence, 
realizing that they are not either/or delineations.  See: Caryn D. Riswold, “Inhabiting Paradox: God and 
Feminist Theology for the Third Wave,” in Transformative Lutheran Theologies: Feminist, Womanist, and 
Mujerista Perspectives, ed. Mary J. Struefert (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2010), 45–56. 
13. Martin Luther, “The Freedom of a Christian, 1520,” in The Annotated Luther, ed. Timothy J. 
Wengert, vol. 1 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2016), 467–538. 
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discrimination, social inequality and systemic injustice.14  While intersectional theory has 
been primarily used to discuss the influence of diverse social forces on the development 
of identity and notions of the self, I focus on the intersectional analysis of competing 
forces (which I am naming as dialectical tensions) in this dissertation. Faced with issues 
of ecological injustice, the people in the community identify the multiple identities they 
possess, which are influenced by competing values, such as economic stability, social 
welfare, environmental care, race, and class.  
Ecofeminist theologies present a means for incorporating the relationships 
between gender, the Earth, and the Divine as a valuable force in consideration with other 
economic and social factors. 15  Ecofeminists claim that the non-human world, or 
“otherkind,” deserves respect separate from human uses for it. This perspective adds 
respect for the Earth to the matrix of competing values that communities must consider in 
the face of ecological injustice. Lutheran and ecofeminist approaches to negotiating 
                                                        
14. Intersectional theory was first introduced by black feminist Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, 
“Demarginalizing the Intersection of Race and Sex: A Black Feminist Critique of Antidiscrimination 
Doctrine, Feminist Theory, and Antiracist Politics,” University of Chicago Legal Forum, 1989, 139–67. 
Applying intersectional theory to pastoral work is discussed in Nancy J. Ramsay, “Intersectionality: A 
Model for Addressing the Complexity of Oppression and Privilege,” Pastoral Psychology 63, no. 4 (August 
2014): 453–69. 
15. See: Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk: Toward a Feminist Theology (Boston: 
Beacon Press, 1983); Rosemary Radford Ruether, Gaia & God: An Ecofeminist Theology of Earth Healing 
(San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1994); Rosemary Radford Ruether, Integrating Ecofeminism, 
Globalization, and World Religions, Nature’s Meaning (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield Publishers, 
2005); McFague, The Body of God; Sallie McFague, Super, Natural Christians: How We Should Love 
Nature (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1997); Sallie McFague, Life Abundant: Rethinking Theology and 
Economy for a Planet in Peril (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2001); Sallie McFague, A New Climate 
for Theology: God, the World, and Global Warming (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2008); Sallie 
McFague, Blessed Are the Consumers: Climate Change and the Practice of Restraint (Minneapolis, MN: 
Fortress Press, 2013); Ivone Gebara, Longing for Running Water: Ecofeminism and Liberation 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1999); Riswold, “Inhabiting Paradox: God and Feminist Theology for 
the Third Wave.” 
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dialectical tensions contribute to the development of a contextualized ethic because they 
provide examples of how tensions are held together to cultivate complex interpretations 
of the world and its competing values, which can then inform ethical decisions. 
In order to accomplish the goals of utilizing an ethical framework that grapples 
with the dialectical tensions present in situations of eco-justice, utilizing a middle 
axiomatic approach to the development of ethical principles provides pragmatic steps of 
ethical engagement for communities. Middle axioms, first developed during the Oxford 
Conference of 1937 on Church and Society, were seen as a way of bringing Christian 
theological ethical ideals into conversation with the contexts of decision-making that 
individuals face in their everyday lives.16 The development of middle axioms is its own 
form of dialectical engagement, negotiating the ethical claims of Christianity with the 
lived reality of a specific context. Middle axioms are temporary, context-specific ethical 
principles that can help people and their communities address the situations at hand. 17 
Most famously applied in ecumenical and political theology, John C. Bennett and 
Reinhold Niebuhr both employed middle axioms as a way of approaching contextualized 
Christian social ethics. In the ethical framework I present in this dissertation, I primarily 
focus on the approach used by social ethicist Ronald H. Preston, who understands ethical 
                                                        
16. See: Willem Adolph Visser’t Hooft and J.H. Oldham, The Church and Its Function in Society, 
Oxford Conference (New York: Willet, Clark & Company, 1937). The thrust of the Oxford Conference of 
1937 was to contemplate the role the Church as an ecumenical body should take in addressing the everyday 
concerns of individuals and communities. Oldham states in the introduction “There can, however, be no 
true wrestling with the realities of the contemporary situation except in so far as we allow their meaning to 
break through the crust of our customary thinking into those deeper levels of our being in which our 
experience is absorbed and organized, so that there will take place progressively, and to a large extent 
subconsciously, a reconstruction of our whole outlook and a reorientation of our fundamental attitudes.”(2) 
17. Visser’t Hooft and Oldham, 194. 
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determination to be an ambiguous, dialectical, community-based process.18 Engaging the 
dialectical analysis presented by Lutheran and ecofeminist theological perspectives, I 
then present how a middle axiom approach can yield contextualized ethical principles 
that communities can use as a guide. 
Toward a Contextualized Theological Ethic 
 
 The central problem of this dissertation is how to conceptualize and negotiate the 
competing values encountered in situations of ecological injustice through a 
contextualized ethic. In particular, this dissertation is concerned with the specific 
problems that emerge in particular contexts where ecological, economic, and social 
justice issues come into conflict. The central problem also includes the need for a more 
adequate theological and ethical approach in the face of ecological injustice, both for the 
sake of a richer analysis of the issues and for the sake of guiding people faced with 
decisions in the midst of competing values. Revealing the tensions found within 
situations of ecological injustice thus leads can to engaging individuals and communities 
of faith in seeking justice for themselves and for the Earth.  
The practice of fracking in the United States is a symptom of a much larger, 
global problem – the continued destruction and degradation of the Earth in the quest for 
economic advancement. While destruction of the Earth is itself a violation of the rights of 
nature, it also leads to the oppression of people who are in minority positions.  By 
                                                        
18. See: Ronald H. Preston, Church and Society in the Late Twentieth Century: The Economic and 
Political Task (London: SCM Press, 1983). 
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extracting natural goods or manufacturing goods from raw materials in economically 
impoverished areas, corporations threaten human health within those communities and 
also the general health of the ecosystem. Human beings can experience increased 
exposure to carcinogenic materials leading to higher cancer rates, poor air quality leading 
to asthma and other respiratory diseases, and contamination of drinking water sources 
that can have dire effects on susceptible populations if gone unnoticed.19 In addition to 
these human health concerns are disruptions to other creatures’ habitats and the structure 
of the ecosystem that support life in the local region and the larger global context. In sum, 
the entire ecosystem – a biological community of interacting organisms and their physical 
environment – is denigrated. 
In these situations, people may feel beholden to the corporations as they supply 
jobs and other economic opportunity in areas lacking such opportunities. This creates 
circumstances in which individuals and communities are forced to choose between 
economic stability and ecological destruction. A tension develops in which people must 
prioritize one option over the other. The immediate needs of housing, food, and bills 
outweigh the long-term and yet-to-be-seen consequences of environmental degradation. 
Once human health is affected by environmental degradation, the dialectical tension 
between economics and ecological concern shows itself again, forcing residents to figure 
                                                        
19. For example, the water crisis in Flint, MI in which city water was contaminated with lead 
because of its corrosion of old city pipes, went unnoticed for years until residents started experiencing 
illness. See Matthew M. Davis et al., Flint Water Advisory Task Force Final Report (Flint, MI: Office of 
the Governor, March 2016), Accessed July 22, 2018, 
https://www.michigan.gov/documents/snyder/FWATF_FINAL_REPORT_21March2016_517805_7.pdf.  
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out what will be the best course of action. At that point, it may be too late to take action 
to resolve issues of pollution or long-term effects on human health. 
By identifying the multiple lived realities of the individuals residing in fracking 
communities in Northeastern Pennsylvania – through interviews, focus groups, and 
quantitative data analysis – my goal is not only to understand the tensions that residents 
of affected communities experience, but also to develop a practical and coherent means 
for addressing environmental injustice. I selected fracking in Northeastern Pennsylvania 
as the subject of ethnographic research for this dissertation because fracking is a critical 
environmental issue and Northeast Pennsylvania is a major context for fracking with 
clear boundaries for a case study. Fracking started at a specific point in time in these 
communities (2008) and some members of the community started benefiting directly at 
specific points in time because they leased or sold their land.20 This region also has the 
one of highest concentrations of well sites in the state of Pennsylvania, meaning that 
there is greater possibility for economic and ecological challenges.21 Fracking in the 
Marcellus Shale region (primarily in West Virginia, Ohio, and Pennsylvania) is a 
relatively new method of extracting natural gas and oil from deep within the Earth. The 
number of fracking wells in Bradford County alone is half the amount of active wells in 
the entire state of West Virginia and the state of Ohio. While the state of Texas easily 
                                                        
20. PADEP, “DEP Office of Oil and Gas Management Operator Well Inventory Report,” DEP 
Office of Oil and Gas Management Operator Well Inventory Report, November 26, 2018, accessed 
November 26, 2018, 
http://www.depreportingservices.state.pa.us/ReportServer/Pages/ReportViewer.aspx?/Oil_Gas/OG_Well_I
nventory. 
21. PADEP, “Operator Well Inventory Report”. As of November 26, 2018, Bradford County had 
1,306 active hydraulic fracturing wells. 
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possesses the highest number and concentration of horizontally drilled fracking wells in 
the United States, the speed at which wells have been developed and are concentrated in 
Pennsylvania, particularly in Bradford County, provides a compelling example of the 
intricacies and tensions found within the boom and bust nature of oil and gas production. 
This initial information provided a starting point from which I gleaned more detailed data 
and a more complex picture as the study proceeded. 
This work in contextual ecological ethics contributes to the wider field of 
Christian ethics in that it finds its starting point in the experiences of people, striving for 
an easily understandable and accessible approach to ethics. Ethicist Willis Jenkins insists 
that current and future Christian ethics must address the complex issues created by our 
societies, such as climate change and other environmental injustices that affect a great 
number of people in multiple ways and have complex sources. He calls for Christian 
ethics to speak to people where they are, instead of offering them abstracted theoretical 
ideals. Utilizing what he calls a “theocentric pragmatism,” Jenkins states that “Christian 
ethics can begin from what is already going on in communities, even when their projects 
and concepts remain incompetent to the problems they want to face.”22 While Jenkins 
suggests this approach as the way forward, he does not actually apply it to a specific 
context. I sought to further and enact Jenkins’ call for Christian ecological ethical 
approaches which engage people in their particular contexts in this dissertation. I 
approach eco-justice problems from a methodologically different starting point than 
                                                        
22. Willis Jenkins, The Future of Ethics: Sustainability, Social Justice, and Religious Creativity 
(Washington, D.C.: Georgetown University Press, 2013), 68. 
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Jenkins, investigating the dialectical tensions present within the community using 
ethnographic research methods and a framework that engages dialectic tensions as a 
means of developing Christian ecological ethical principles. 
My approach to addressing the real-life decision-making processes of people in 
situations of ecological injustice draws upon theoretical and practical claims made by 
Christian ethicists, especially from Lutheran and feminist perspectives. While the field of 
ecological ethics has been in the process of development in Lutheranism since the mid-
20th century, it is still rather small.23 However, the contribution of Lutheran thought to 
ecological ethics is important. For example, Lutheran ecological ethicist, Larry 
Rasmussen asserts a sacramental understanding of God’s relationship with the Earth; 
nature serves as an outward expression of God’s grace and reality.24 Seeking justice for 
all of the Earth, including people, affirms a theological position that “God is present to 
creation in creation.”25 Other Lutheran ecological ethicists employ Luther’s description 
of Christian vocation as a starting point for Christian ecological ethics. For example, 
Cynthia Moe-Lobeda’s work focuses on challenging the consuming grasp of structural 
evil within Western society and how we must acknowledge an economic and 
                                                        
23. Lutheran theologian Paul Santmire argues that Lutheran ecotheology begins in 1962 with the 
publication of Joseph Sittler’s address to the World Council of Churches on the need for a Christology of 
nature. See Paul Santmire, “American Lutherans Engage Ecological Theology: The First Chapter, 1962-
2012, and Its Legacy,” in Eco-Lutheranism: Lutheran Perspectives on Ecology, ed. Karla G. Bohmbach 
and Shauna K. Hannah (Minneapolis, MN: Lutheran University Press, 2013), 17–53. 
24. Nature is an outward expression of God’s grace and reality, as the “finite bears the infinite” 
(finitum capax infiniti – Martin Luther).) See Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, 272. 
25. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, 273. Emphasis original. 
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environmental vocation of love toward the Earth. 26 Vocation here is understood as a 
mandate or responsibility that one has to one’s neighbor.27 If the concept of neighbor is 
expanded to include all of God’s creation, then one’s vocation must include caring for the 
Earth. 
I take a different approach to Lutheran ecological ethics than those listed above in 
this dissertation. I instead focus on Luther’s use of dialectical tensions in describing ideas 
of the Christian in relationship with him/herself, others, the world, and God as a starting 
point for the discussion of ecological ethics.28 The sacramental and vocational approaches 
within Lutheran ecological ethics also use elements of Luther’s dialectical approach. For 
example Rasmussen’s focus on nature as a sacrament emphasizes a dialectical tension of 
God as both transcendent and at the same time immanent.29 Rasmussen’s use of this 
dialectical tension connects nature to the Divine in order to establish nature’s inherent 
value; however, it does not focus on the tension between immanence and transcendence 
to develop an ecological ethic. My approach asserts that the exploration and negotiation 
of dialectical tensions themselves contribute a necessary component for a contextualized 
ecological ethic.  
                                                        
26. See: Moe-Lobeda, Resisting Structural Evil. Kiara Jorgensen makes the argument that 
Luther’s concept of vocation can be applied to nature for a Christian ecological ethic. See: Kiara Jorgenson, 
“The Option for Life,” Dialog 54, no. 2 (June 1, 2015): 197–204. 
27. Jorgenson, “The Option for Life,” 201. 
28. See footnote 12. 
29. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, 239. 
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The dialectical nature of Luther’s theological positions require that Christians 
hold together tensions that ultimately come to define who they are in the world and how 
they relate to the world around them. The dialectical framework is particularly salient to 
the discussion of contextualized ethics because it acknowledges the experience of human 
beings as an important contributor to theological development, rather than focusing solely 
on abstracted concepts. It also shows that theology does matter to a moral universe, as 
human action is undergirded by the reality of God. Luther did not explicitly focus on 
environmental issues in his writing, but his approach to human existence highlights that 
human beings must continually negotiate tensions in their lived realities and their 
relationships with the Divine.   
Feminist approaches reject the binaries found in Luther’s paradoxical claims and 
instead assert that individuals hold multiple identities in dialectical tension. The identity 
of a woman is influenced by her position within her social and cultural network and is 
also developed from her own interpretation of her position within those networks, 
according to feminist scholar Linda Alcoff.30 One major gap in ecofeminist ethical 
literature is the failure to give full attention to the phenomenon of multiple identities. 
This is the point at which the work of women of color and intersectional theorists is 
particularly important.  
                                                        
30. Linda Alcoff, “Cultural Feminism versus Post-Structuralism: The Identity Crisis in Feminist 
Theory,” Signs 13, no. 3 (1988): 434. See also: Linell Elizabeth Cady, “Identity, Feminist Theory, and 
Theology,” in Horizons in Feminist Theology: Identity, Traditions, and Norms, ed. Rebecca A. Chopp and 
Greeve Davaney Sheila (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1997), 17–32. 
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The assertion of multiple identities is particularly evident in the work of women 
from marginalized or oppressed groups, such as that of womanist and mujerista 
theologies.31 Emilie Townes points to the fact that much of black women’s identities have 
been defined by external social powers that have led to oppression; thus, black women 
must counter those hegemonic powers to push back against stereotyping and 
commodification of their identities. In mujerista theology, the concept of lo cotidiano, 
“the daily lived experiences that provide the ‘stuff’ of [Latina’s] reality,” is an important 
hermeneutical consideration.32 This “stuff” comes out of one’s work, social class, 
experiences with family and community, and religious experiences. These different 
identities inform how people relate with God and their communities.  
Intersectional theory is necessary and helpful in describing the way that identity 
and social structures come together to generate situations of oppression through the 
dynamics of power within the social structures.33 In contexts of ecological injustice, 
power dynamics not only affect the economic and environmental well-being of 
individuals living in affected communities, but also the well-being of the ecosystem as a 
                                                        
31. See: Delores S. Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness: The Challenge of Womanist God-Talk 
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993); Emilie M. Townes, Womanist Justice, Womanist Hope, American 
Academy of Religion Academy Series 79 (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1993); Townes, In a Blaze of 
Glory; Emilie M. Townes and D. Hopkins, Womanist Ethics and the Cultural Production of Evil (New 
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2006); Baker-Fletcher, Sisters of Dust, Sisters of Spirit; Ada María Isasi-Díaz, 
Mujerista Theology: A Theology for the Twenty-First Century (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1996). 
32. Isasi-Diaz, Mujerista Theology, 66. 
33. Sumi Cho, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, and Leslie McCall, “Toward a Field of 
Intersectionality Studies: Theory, Applications, and Praxis,” Signs 38, no. 4 (2013): 797. 
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whole. The notion of intersectionality must expand beyond notions of the human self in 
society to a recognition of the human self within a larger interconnected web of creation. 
Ecofeminist theology is thus necessary in analyzing the complex dynamics of 
environmental and human destruction. This stream of theological analysis adds a 
complex intersectional analysis and a liberative element to the work of this dissertation. 
These elements are not so explicitly stated in the work of white, male Christian 
ecological ethicists. Ecofeminist theology and ethics acknowledge the oppression of 
women created by power-infused social structures, as in intersectional theory, and 
connect that oppression with the degradation of the Earth. At the base of ecofeminist 
theology is the assertion that women often face greater challenges than men in response 
to environmental degradation because the same patriarchal systems that oppress women 
also lead to the oppression and degradation of the Earth.34 Because of this, ecofeminist 
perspectives place an emphasis on creating new frameworks that dismantle the 
hierarchical structures found within current Western society for both the advancement 
and liberation of women as well as for the rest of “otherkind.”35 The perspective of 
ecofeminist theology is informed by the greater tradition of liberation theology that seeks 
to articulate theology from the perspective and context of the oppressed. Ecofeminist 
                                                        
34. Ruether, Integrating Ecofeminism, 91; Susan Griffin, Woman and Nature: The Roaring Inside 
Her (New York: Harper & Row, 1978). 
35. Ruether, Integrating Ecofeminism, 94. The use of “otherkind” here is to distinguish all entities 
of Earth, living and non, which are not human.  
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theology articulates theology from the perspective of women and the Earth by asserting 
that their oppressions come from the same source – patriarchal systems.36 
Ecofeminist perspectives can also be limiting and ineffective, however, as people 
seek to do the practical work of engaging individuals in the practice of eco-justice. 
Ethicist Willis Jenkins claims that “…ecofeminist scholarship has more often pursued 
broad claims about cultural cosmology than engaged the survival struggles of particular 
communities.”37 As a form of liberation theology that claims context as the starting point 
of theology, one might expect ecofeminist theology to engage contextual realities more 
directly and attempt to find solutions for specific communities. However, as Jenkins 
points out, ecofeminist theology claims for liberation do not translate well to applications 
within communities. For example, Sallie McFague advocates for an ecological economics 
that would necessitate a global shift toward placing consideration for the Earth at the 
center of all economic practices.38 While this perspective is important in addressing how 
current economic systems perpetuate ecological destruction, it does not speak very well 
to people situated in communities that are forced to choose between putting food on the 
table and making environmentally-friendly decisions. Looking to other fields (gender 
studies, sociology, political science) in which intersectional theory has been used in a 
                                                        
36. See: Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk; Ruether, Gaia & God; Ruether, Integrating Ecofeminism; 
McFague, The Body of God; McFague, Super, Natural Christians; McFague, Life Abundant; McFague, A 
New Climate for Theology; McFague, Blessed Are the Consumers; Gebara, Longing for Running Water; 
Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1989).  
37. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 198. 
38. McFague, Life Abundant, 118–20. 
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contextualized manner, analysis of the multiple layers of power structures within specific 
contexts yields informed action in those communities.39 
In the early to mid-20th century, theologians and ethicists interested in political 
theology and ecumenical work, such as that done through the Oxford Conference on 
Church, Community and the State of 1937, utilized a similar approach to developing 
Christian social ethical theory. Theologians such as J.H. Oldham, John C. Bennett, 
William Temple, Reinhold Niebuhr, Ronald H. Preston, and the Boston Personalists, 
including Walter Muelder, employed the concept of “middle axioms” to bridge between 
lived experience of people in the world and the ethical claims made through Christian 
scripture and teachings.40 They recognized the tensions that exist between how people 
operate in their day-to-day lives and how the idealized notions of Christian ethical claims 
can make it feel impossible to know the right action to take. Middle axioms were seen as 
a way to create a temporary, context-specific axiom, or principle, for people to follow in 
order to help them move toward the ethical goals stated through Christian theology.41 
These theologians had their own ways to interpret middle axioms and to explicate how 
they should be used. Eventually, liberation theologians and others criticized the use of 
                                                        
39. Cho, Crenshaw, and McCall, “Toward a Field of Intersectionality Studies,” 800. 
40. Visser’t Hooft and Oldham, The Church and Its Function in Society; John C. Bennett, 
Christian Ethics and Social Policy, The Richard Lectures in the University of Virginia [1945] (New York: 
Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1946); William Temple, Christianity and Social Order (London: Shepheard-
Walwyn, 1987); Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics, 
Second edition, Library of Theological Ethics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 2013); 
Walter George Muelder, Toward a Discipline of Social Ethics: Essays in Honor of Walter George 
Muelder., ed. Paul Deats (Boston: Boston University Press, 1972); Preston, Church and Society in the Late 
Twentieth Century. 
41. Preston, Church and Society in the Late Twentieth Century, 148. 
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middle axioms as an effective way to think about Christian social ethics because, in some 
cases, they did not consider the experience of the poor.42 In this dissertation, however, I 
return to the original definition of middle axioms given by J.H. Oldham at the Oxford 
Conference of 1937 as well as Preston’s understanding of the development of middle 
axioms as a pivotal action in bringing communities into conversation about potential 
ethical guidelines. I encourage the elaboration of middle axioms as a way to negotiate the 
dialectical tensions present in situations of ecological injustice.  
Method of Investigation 
The method of this dissertation is to engage in a contextual ethical analysis and 
reconstruction of Christian ecological ethics. I achieved this through five movements that 
I brought into dialogue. The five movements are: 1) making the case for a contextual 
ethical approach; 2) developing a contextualized Christian ecological ethic based upon 
literature in Lutheran, ecofeminist, and political theology traditions as related to 
dialectics and intersectional theory as well as Christian social ecological ethics; 3) 
executing a complex case study; 4) analyzing the case study in dialogue with an 
intersectional contextualized ecological ethical framework; and 5) posing a 
reconstruction of Christian ecological ethics. 
The initial movement makes the case that, in order to address complex issues such 
as ecological injustice, a contextual Christian ethical approach is needed. My analysis for 
this need builds on the work of Christian theologians and ethicists who have argued that 
                                                        
42. William J. Danaher, Jr., “Healing Broken Bodies: The Missional Eeclesiology Behind J.H. 
Oldham’s Middle Axioms,” Anglican Theological Review 92, no. 2 (Spring 2010): 310–11. 
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contextual theology is needed to address the complex problems of today and also that 
ethnographic research is a key tool in contextualizing theology.43 In this movement, I also 
introduce two brief case studies of the situations of ecological injustice of the Superfund 
site in Palmerton, PA and the water crisis in Flint, MI.  The purpose of the brief case 
studies is to highlight how contextualization of Christian ethics can speak directly to the 
challenges faced within individual communities. In light of these case studies, I review 
the major movements of Christian ecological ethics and the need for these movements to 
speak more adequately to the lived realities of people facing ecological and economic 
injustice.44 In particular, I draw out the use of middle axioms as a strategy employed to 
contextualize ethics in the early to mid-20th century. 
The second movement focuses on a literature review of Lutheran and ecofeminist 
theology and ethics. In particular, I look at theologians and ethicists who emphasize the 
ways in which experience, paradox, intersectionality, and dialectics can inform 
theological and ethical development. I show how theologians and ethicists have used and 
analyzed the dialectical concepts found in Lutheran theology and demonstrate how it can 
                                                        
43. See: On Christian Ethics contextualized: Jenkins, The Future of Ethics; Stephen B. Bevans and 
Katalina Tahaafe-Williams, Contextual Theology for the Twenty-First Century (Cambridge: James Clarke 
Company, Limited, 2012). On ethnographic study for theology and ethics: Christian Scharen and Aana 
Marie Vigen, eds., Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics (New York: Continuum, 2011); Luke 
Bretherton, Christianity and Contemporary Politics: The Conditions and Possibilities of Faithful Witness 
(Malden, MA: Wiley-Blackwell, 2010). 
44. Nash, Loving Nature; Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics; Berry, The Great Work; 
Hart, Sacramental Commons; Boff, Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor. 
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contribute to the discussion of contextual ecological ethics.45 While I use Lutheran 
theology and ethics as a starting point for this framework, my intention is that it will 
inform a Christian contextualized ecological ethic that will not be directed only to 
Lutherans. I also do a literature review of with feminist and ecofeminist literature, 
looking particularly at the idea of intersectionality and how it can be used in an effective 
way to name and navigate the tensions found within situations of ecological ethics.46 In 
particular, Lutheran feminist, Caryn D. Riswold’s theological anthropology, which is 
grounded in Luther’s coram relationships and feminist intersectional theory, contributes 
to the development of a contextualized ecological ethic. I also consider the specific work 
of J.H. Oldham and Ronald H. Preston with regard to the use of middle axioms in order 
to develop a method for communities to develop ecological ethical principles. Out of 
theological relational identity and middle axiom approaches, I develop a framework for 
contextualized Christian ecological ethics. 
The third movement is an in-depth contextual analysis in the form of a case study. 
I investigate fracking communities in Northeastern Pennsylvania to articulate the realities 
of tensions faced by people living in communities facing environmental injustice. In 
particular, I focus on Bradford County as well as its neighboring county, Sullivan. These 
counties have been selected because Bradford County has the highest number of fracking 
                                                        
45. Lutheran theologians considered include Gerhard Ebeling, Caryn D. Riswold, Knut Alfsvåg, 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Reinhold Niebuhr, Joseph Sittler, H. Paul Santmire, Larry Rasmussen, Cynthia Moe 
Lobeda, and Elizabeth Bettenhausen. 
46. Feminist literature review includes work by Kimberle Crenshaw, Emilie M. Townes, A. E. 
Kings, Rosemary Radford Ruether, Sallie McFague, Ivone Gebara, and others. 
  
22 
well sites in Pennsylvania. The boundaries between the two counties is very porous, so a 
strict delineation between the two counties’ contexts would be difficult to identify. These 
counties are both primarily rural with scattered populations, and the inclusion of both 
counties maximized the ability to gather qualitative data through interviews and focus 
groups.  
 This movement employs a case study method because it “investigates a 
contemporary phenomenon in depth and with its real-life context, especially when the 
boundaries between the phenomenon and the context are not clearly evident.”47 It was 
chosen for this project because of the complex nature of the ethical dilemmas created by 
environmental degradation. The case study, by employing multiple layers of observation 
and analysis, reveals the individual and communal interpretations and experiences of 
negotiating conflicting values in an on-going situation of ecological injustice. My 
hypothesis for this case study was that ecological, economic, and ethical issues are 
intricately related, and that the thick description and analysis of a case study can 
contribute to a robust construction of contextual ecological ethics. A case study like this 
one allows for a multi-pronged approach to understand the layers of narrative used to 
discuss environmental ethics within a community. I triangulated the following sources: 1) 
focus group responses with religious leaders in each county, 2) interviews with self-
identified Christians directly affected by fracking (totaling 10 interviews), 3) newspaper 
articles, opinions, and commentaries related to fracking and ecological issues in the 
                                                        
47. Robert K. Yin, Case Study Research: Design and Methods, 4th ed, Applied Social Research 
Methods (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2009), 18. 
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community, and 4) quantitative data surrounding the economic and population change as 
well as environmental degradation related to fracking. This triangulation approach allows 
me to argue for the nuanced experience of the people involved in this case study and their 
complicated realities in confronting ethical concerns surrounding fracking. In the analysis 
of these findings, I seek insights as to how faith plays a role in the communities, what the 
perceived tensions are, and whether the tensions have shifted over time.  
 The fourth movement is analytic. I analyze the findings from the case study to 
elucidate the ecological and economic tensions in this community and the ways in which 
religious language does and does not contribute to the community’s ability to identify and 
live within those tensions. I identify social, economic, ecological, and theological themes 
in the case, and how they are interrelated with one another to form the dialectical tensions 
that guided the decision-making processes related to fracking within the communities. In 
the tradition of liberation theology, the praxis of each of the communities helps shape the 
development of a theological ethic.48 By beginning with the lived realities of specific 
communities, I identify the tensions people face in the communities studied and the 
important elements the case study contribute to a contextually-grounded ethic.  
The final movement of the dissertation is a demonstration of the application of a 
contextualized Christian ecological ethic, informed by an intersectional pragmatic 
                                                        
48. Gustavo Gutierrez states “Theology as critical reflection on historical praxis is a liberating 
theology, a theology of the liberating transformation of the history of humankind and also therefore that 
part of humankind – gathered into ecclesia – which openly confesses Christ. This is a theology which does 
not stop with reflecting on the world, but rather tries to be part of the process through which the world is 
transformed.” in Gustavo Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation: History, Politics, and Salvation (Maryknoll, 
NY: Orbis Books, 1993), 12. 
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approach found in Lutheran, ecofeminist, and political theologians, whose work 
contributes to a dialectical theology that holds tensions in relationship while guiding 
practice. The promise of this work is to lift a veil that obscures individuals’ 
understanding of the power-dynamics at play and to reveal systemic tensions. The goal is 
to offer a theological-ethical construction that frees people from decision-making 
paralysis in the face of these tensions, while enabling them to think dialectically as they 
negotiate competing priorities. My construction takes seriously the lived experiences of 
ecological injustice while reflecting upon and carrying forward critical ethical claims 
found within Christian tradition. I especially build upon the groundwork already 
developed by Christian ecological ethicists through the lens of contextual analysis as well 
as an understanding of people in relationship with themselves, the Divine, humanity, and 
the Earth. Finally, I propose ethical guidelines for future communities facing ecological 
injustice. 
Conceptual Flow of the Dissertation 
In the first chapter, I offer a definition of “Contextual Christian Ecological 
Ethics” as it relates to the larger fields of theology and ethics. I demonstrate why a 
contextualized approach is needed by introducing two brief cases of ecological injustice 
in the United States, and analyzing briefly the complexities found in these cases. I then 
provide a general overview of Christian social, ecological, and economic ethics to 
demonstrate how they do not adequately speak to the challenges set forth by the brief 
case studies. From this literature review, I suggest specific analytical tools that may be 
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helpful in engaging Christian ecological ethics from a contextualized position, including 
engaging the tensions found within these situations. 
In Chapter Two, I develop my particular claim for a Lutheran and ecofeminist 
informed intersectional contextualized ethic. I argue that dialectics and intersectionality 
can inform theological and ethical development from both Lutheran and Feminist 
perspectives. I show how theologians and ethicists have drawn upon and interpreted the 
dialectical concepts in Lutheran theology, and demonstrate how the dialectical approach 
can inform contextual ecological ethics. In particular, I emphasize the theological 
anthropology framework developed by Riswold that employs both Lutheran and feminist 
understandings of the individual as shaped by his/her relationships and how this 
perspective can be expanded as a starting point for Christian ecological ethics. Finally, I 
introduce how middle axioms can be added as a final step for determining ethical 
principles that can be accessible to the community. 
Chapter Three contains a thick description of the fracking communities of 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties in Northeastern Pennsylvania. It provides historical, 
environmental, economic, and sociological accounts of each of the counties and specific 
towns within each to give the reader a thorough understanding of the factors at play. I 
also explain the methodology used to conduct the case study, including interviews, focus 
groups, and participant observation.  
Chapter Four provides the results of the interviews and focus groups grouped into 
categories that emerged from the data.  It reflects how Christians in those areas describe 
their experiences with the fracking industry in relation to the multiple values they 
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encounter and in relation to their faith perspectives. I set forth the tensions found within 
these communities as described by members of the community in interviews and focus 
groups, and through my own analysis of periodicals and quantitative data. 
Chapter Five analyzes the results of the case study in dialogue with the 
contextualized intersectional ecological ethic developed in Chapter Two. In particular, I 
analyze the dialectical tensions that exist for people and their affected communities 
through Riswold’s coram relational categories and identify ethical claims that could more 
adequately address those tensions through the use of middle axioms. I then suggest 
possible middle axiomatic principles that serve as starting points from which members of 
the affected communities can develop their own community-based principles. While the 
ethic developed is particularistic in its origin, I seek to advance perspectives that may be 
applied in a more generalized manner to other specific contexts of ecological injustice. 
In the final chapter, I draw together the findings from the previous chapters and 
suggest what next action steps can be made in the communities faced with conflicted 
decisions, what new directions are important for the future of contextualized Christian 
ethics, and what new directions of research are needed. 
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CHAPTER 1: THE CASE FOR A CONTEXTUALIZED ECOLOGICAL ETHIC 
 Context matters. The thrust of this dissertation is that contextualization must play 
a key role in the development of an ethical framework that is adequate to address issues 
of ecological injustice. In this chapter, I make the case for the importance of contextual 
ethical analysis in consideration of situations of ecological injustice. I open with two brief 
case studies of environmental injustice and an analysis of each – the Superfund site as a 
result of zinc smelting in Palmerton, PA and the Flint Water Crisis. Rather than just an 
overview of the main environmental issues plaguing each of these communities, I provide 
brief but thorough examination of the social, economic, political, and environmental 
concerns within each community. These case studies exemplify the ethical challenges of 
situations of ecological injustice and the need for more complex contextual analysis as 
part of ethical decision making. The factors at play within each community influence how 
the people will respond to the crises they face, indicating what their values are 
individually and communally and what means of power they possess to enact change 
within their communities. 
 I then place the need for a contextualized Christian ecological ethical framework 
in the broader scheme of the history of Christian social and ecological ethics. Through a 
brief literature review, I demonstrate the methods by which ethicists have incorporated 
considerations for context in the development of Christian ethical frameworks over time. 
In particular I consider modern Christian social ethics as a field of study, including liberal 
Protestantism and the social gospel movement, the ecumenical movements of the early-
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mid 20th century, Christian Realism, theologies of liberation, and finally the formation of 
Christian ecological ethics. While each of these methods for Christian theology and 
ethical analysis utilize context in different ways in order to provide a means for 
connecting the Divine will with human action, their inclusion of context as an important 
point of consideration recognizes the complexity involved in on-the-ground decision 
making. 
After providing the historical and intellectual context from which I developed my 
own ethical perspectives, I argue that there is a gap in consideration of contextual 
analysis in the work of current Christian ecological ethicists. In particular I show that 
contextualization is needed because of the complexity present within situations of 
ecological injustice, as demonstrated through the brief case studies at the chapter’s 
opening. While some scholars have attempted to address this gap, such as sociologist 
Robert Bullard and ethicist Willis Jenkins, their work does not go far enough to create a 
contextualized theological ethical framework that thoroughly investigates the tensions at 
play within individual communities and provides them with methods for effectively 
moving forward in situations of ecological injustice.  
Case Study 1: Palmerton, PA – A Contaminated Company Town  
The town of Palmerton, Pennsylvania sits within the Blue Mountain Region of the 
Appalachian Mountain Range, on the eastern side of Pennsylvania. Nestled in a valley 
between peaks of the eroding Appalachian Mountains and on the banks of the Lehigh 
River, the town, population ~5,300 people, is in the historic coal-producing region of the 
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state. Known for its zinc smelting plant in operation from 1898 until 1980, the small 
borough developed around the factory for the workers and their families. Immigrants 
from Hungary, Lithuania, Ukraine and Mexico all settled in the area to work at the 
plant.49 Strategically located at an intersecting point between coal and zinc mines, the 
Zinc Corporation of America factory would become the world’s largest producer of zinc 
by 1910, refining zinc for munitions manufacturing during the First and Second World 
Wars.50 Large plumes of red smoke (colored by the release of toxic sulfur dioxide) rose 
out of the stacks during high times of production to the point of blotting out the sun. 
Instead of a negative omen for the community, the red smoke’s billowing was a sign of 
economic stability and growth for the small surrounding community. 
The smelting industry came at an ecological cost. Lead, arsenic, and other heavy 
metal contamination from the plant led to the defoliation and death of most of the plant 
life on the Palmerton-facing side of the mountain and within the town. The thick 
forestation of the area dwindled by the mid-20th century to the point that only grey and 
brown trunks dotted the rocky mountainside. Loss of forested areas led to effects on the 
wildlife and river ecosystems as well.51 Concern over human health effects, including 
                                                        
49. Georgie Pauff, “Zinc Put Borough on Map - Palmerton Owes Its Most Prosperous Era to a 
Shrewd Executive,” The Morning Call, September 2, 1999, Accessed June 26, 2018, 
http://articles.mcall.com/1999-09-02/news/3261300_1_lehigh-river-coal-new-ballgame. 
50. Mark C. Urban, “The Town That Sold Its Sunset,” River Teeth: A Journal of Nonfiction 
Narrative 5, no. 2 (November 1, 2004): 94–95. 
51. U.S. EPA, “Palmerton Zinc Pile Site Profile,” U.S. EPA, accessed June 13, 2018, 
https://cumulis.epa.gov/supercpad/SiteProfiles/index.cfm?fuseaction=second.Cleanup&id=0300624#bkgro
und. 
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lead exposure for children, led the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to 
declare the town of Palmerton a Superfund site52 in 1983, shutting down operations at 
one of the two factories within the town’s borders and requiring the smelting company to 
pay reparations to workers for the extremely hazardous conditions they faced on a daily 
basis and revegetate nearly 3,000 acres of contaminated land.53 
Despite the flagging of Palmerton as a severely contaminated area by the EPA, 
remediation took decades and still continues today. The EPA cites that the slow response 
is partially due to the large amount of contaminated land that required remediation as 
well as continually developing remediation technologies as the years passed.54 A plan to 
address the contamination was not clarified until the year 2000, when the EPA introduced 
four “operable unit” cleanups and the ways in which they intended to remediate the area. 
Some of the cleanup is now completed, including revegetation of Blue Mountain 
(completed in 2013), diversion of surface water and treatment of leachate from the Cinder 
Bank made up of waste from the plant (completed in 2002), and removal and cleanup of 
contaminated soils in the community (completed in 2005). Treatment of groundwater and 
                                                        
52. Superfund sites are locations of severe toxic chemical contamination that have been 
improperly defined by the U.S. EPA through the Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, 
and Liability Act (CERCLA) of 1980. The EPA develops plans to clean these site to prevent negative 
effects on human and environmental health, holding those responsible for the contamination liable for 
paying the cost of cleanups. See: U.S. EPA, “What is Superfund?,” U.S. EPA, November 30, 2018, 
accessed January 3, 2018, https://www.epa.gov/superfund/what-superfund. 
53. Urban, “The Town That Sold Its Sunset,” 96. 
54. U.S. EPA, Ecological Revitalization of Contaminated Sites Case Study: Palmerton Zinc Pile, 
Palmerton, Carbon County, Pennsylvania, by Michele Mahoney, Case Study, February 2011, 3–4, accessed 
June 26, 2018, https://clu-in.org/download/issues/ecotools/PalmertonZincCaseStudy-2-2011.pdf. 
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surface water and other ecological risks, including reducing harm to the flora and fauna 
of the wetland ecosystems present, is still on-going in 2018.55  
However, while the physical work of remediation took place, there was a great 
amount of controversy within the town of Palmerton itself. A small number of the 
residents sided with the EPA, desiring a complete cleanup and remediation of the area, 
expressing concern about soil, air, and water contamination and their impacts on the local 
community. They called themselves Palmerton Citizens for a Clean Environment 
(PCCE). PCCE advocated for the EPA’s clean up measures in the 1980’s and 1990’s, 
concerned about the impacts of heavy metal contamination on the lives of residents in 
Palmerton and the surrounding area. Other locals were not convinced that the EPA’s 
intervening in the area was necessary or helpful. Many of these individuals were former 
workers at the plant who felt great affection toward the company that provided them with 
their housing and means to live an economically prosperous life.56 One former employee, 
in a letter to the editor in a local newspaper shortly after the classification of the site as a 
Superfund site stated, “The zinc company did a lot more for the town and even the 
country than a small portion of the mountain is worth.”57  A larger majority in the town 
felt that the EPA naming the area a Superfund site only hurt Palmerton’s reputation, 
                                                        
55. U.S. EPA, “Palmerton Zinc Pile Site Profile.” 
56. Urban, “The Town That Sold Its Sunset,” 99. Urban recalls that many of the older residents in 
the area felt nostalgia for the area and were unconcerned with potential health effects.   
57. George C. Paules, letter to the editor, The Morning Call, November 19, 1984. 
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lowering housing prices, preventing new industry, and complicating citizens’ everyday 
activities by limiting access to certain areas in the town.  
The lack of desire to comply with the EPA and a deep sense of connection with 
the town and its roots, especially the smelting company, promulgated tensions between 
citizens. Those opposed to the EPA and the PCCE formed groups like the Pro-Palmerton 
Coalition (PPC) and the Palmerton Environmental Task Force (PETF), the latter of which 
was funded by the smelting company and made up of former employees of the company 
in order to push back against actions proposed by the PCCE and the EPA within the 
town.58 In 1994, well before any of the remediation practices had advanced in the area, 
PETF sponsored a scientific symposium bringing together representatives from the EPA, 
physicians, independent environmental researchers, and Pennsylvania Department of 
Environmental Protection scientists (PADEP) to give the community information about 
the amount and sources of heavy metal contamination in Palmerton with the hope of 
“formulat[ing] solutions for a responsible end to the Superfund Program in Palmerton.”59 
The results of this symposium did little to bring the town to consensus on what exactly 
was going on and how to move forward, as the scientists expressed different viewpoints 
on the cause of lead contamination, leaving people to align more strongly with the 
                                                        
58. McTish, Kunkel & Associates, “Summary Report and Comments on a Review of the 
Palmerton Scientific Symposium” (Palmerton, PA, September 15, 1994), 14–15, accessed June 26, 2018, 
http://www.palmertoncitizens.org/Technical%20Reviews/Palmerton%20Scientific%20Symposium.pdf. 
59. McTish, Kunkel & Associates, "Summary Report and Comments," 14. 
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position they held before attending the informational session.60 These sentiments 
continued throughout the remediation efforts in Palmerton. The town remained divided 
on who was responsible and what actions should be taken. They continued to feel the 
economic impacts of being labelled a “Superfund” site – a label that local community 
officials tried to have removed by the EPA to no avail. 
Despite resistance by citizens, the federal government’s involvement in 
remediation efforts continued. To a certain extent, Horsehead Industries, the parent 
company of the smelting plant, also contributed to remediation efforts by funding 
residential lead removal for citizens affected by high lead concentrations. Today, the 
environmental remediation of Palmerton is nearly complete. Native wild grasses grow on 
the side of Blue Mountain that was previously barren. With assistance from a local 
environmental non-profit, the Lehigh Gap Nature Center, the biodiversity of the area has 
been carefully attended to, leading to a healthier ecosystem than was present for the 
previous decades. While remediation is not yet complete, and Palmerton still bears its 
Superfund site status, it seems some attitudes toward environmental protection have 
shifted. Members of the community are now actively fighting against the placement of 
                                                        
60. See: Bob Laylo, “Team Reviews Palmerton Pollution Steps Defined That Would Drop 
`Superfund’ Label,” The Morning Call, July 30, 1994, accessed June 26, 2018, 
http://articles.mcall.com/1994-07-30/news/2994186_1_epa-superfund-list-pollution; Bob Laylo, “No Quick 
Exit From Superfund List For Palmerton,” The Morning Call, July 31, 1994, accessed June 26, 2018, 
http://articles.mcall.com/1994-07-31/news/2994059_1_superfund-list-public-meeting-epa. In both articles, 
Laylo highlights how the biggest point of contention arising from the symposium was whether lead 
contamination occurred because of the zinc smelting operation or because of lead paint used in homes in 
the area. 
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natural gas pipeline through their property because of the potential for harm to their water 
supplies and community.61 
Palmerton demonstrates the complexities that may be present in situations of 
ecological injustice. The fact that Palmerton was a company town played a large part in 
influencing how members of the community responded to the pollution they faced. Those 
with close ties to the company felt that they owed their whole lives to it – their homes, 
their economic stability, even the community as a whole would not exist had the plant’s 
founder not established it where he had. To side with the EPA on remediation efforts, 
especially because they were ill-defined at the beginning of the process, felt to some as 
turning their back on the company that had been their sole support for so many years. 
Some disagreements in the community were over whether the zinc plant really caused 
heavy metal contamination in the area and to what extent human health would really be 
affected.62 The company and those close to it claimed that elevated lead levels in homes 
were due to lead paint use rather than heavy metal contamination from the plant. Closing 
the plant also meant that the primary employer for the area would no longer supply jobs 
                                                        
61. Jon Hurdle, “Landowners Brace for Eminent Domain Loss in PennEast Pipeline Cases,” 
StateImpact Pennsylvania (blog), February 18, 2018, accessed July 22, 2018, 
https://stateimpact.npr.org/pennsylvania/2018/02/19/landowners-brace-for-eminent-domain-loss-in-
penneast-pipeline-cases/. 
62. See: Walt Roland, “Delong Rips EPA, Suggests Lawsuit,” The Morning Call, August 5, 1994, 
accessed June 26, 2018, http://articles.mcall.com/1994-08-05/news/2993321_1_superfund-list-
environmental-protection-agency-lead-based. There was a theory that the lead contamination on residents’ 
properties was caused by lead paint usage by residents rather than as a result of the smelting practices from 
the factory. Those opposed to the EPA’s presence in the community continually cited this claim as an 
alternative theory for contamination. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
35 
for the community. Palmerton’s residents would now need to travel outside of the area to 
find gainful employment. Many felt that Palmerton could not continue to be an 
economically thriving community because it was labelled a Superfund site. Residents and 
businesses would not want to come into an area that was essentially labelled “toxic”. Still 
other tensions arose with the EPA itself and the length of time remediation took. A 
Carbon county official, Dean D.W. Delong, lamented that even though the EPA officials 
claimed that the Palmerton contamination demanded emergency action, they were instead 
dragging their feet to come up with effective solutions and using the crisis situations to 
further their careers.63  
For many on the anti-EPA, Pro-Palmerton side, the concern was mainly focused 
on the human community in the area. While it would be difficult for someone to live in 
Palmerton and not recognize that the smelting plant had caused the landscape of the area 
to change dramatically, many felt that meeting the economic needs of the community 
outweighed any care for the mountain or the surrounding ecosystem. The people in the 
community, the values they held individually and communally, the history of the location 
and its connection with the industry that brought the town into being, and the sense of 
human welfare as more important than the ecological health of the community were all 
factors that influenced how the public responded to the crises and whether they were 
willing to be active participants in aiding the remediation of their land. Remediation 
                                                        
63. Roland. Delong also suggested that the crisis must not really be that severe, stating, “Perhaps 
the problem is that there is no problem.” 
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efforts and gaining traction within the community was not helped by the fact that federal 
government agencies took a remarkably long time to develop a plan of action for the area, 
leading to decades passing before full implementation of that plan could occur.  
 As evident from the recent activism in the area to prevent a natural gas pipeline, 
citizens’ attitudes appear to be shifting to a more pro-environmental stance. This may be 
due to the fact that many of the residents who felt the strong ties to the smelting company 
as a place of employment are now elderly or in some cases, have passed away. The result 
is a younger generation of residents with less affinity or awareness of the economic 
impact of the smelting company brought to the area who may be more open to 
environmental ideas. The progress made toward full remediation in the last two decades 
may also have an impact on the perception of the benefits of environmental care. Since 
actions have resulted in a cleaner, more vibrant ecosystem, most clearly observed through 
the reforestation of the mountainside, people’s attitudes may have shifted to a greater 
appreciation of nature. The research and remediation efforts of the Lehigh Gap Nature 
Center in tandem with the EPA has also provided a great deal of scientific guidance and 
education for the local area, thereby increasing community awareness and involvement in 
stabilizing the ecosystem. While I cannot pinpoint any of these potential causes as the 
reason why residents of Palmerton are now more environmentally conscious, and while I 
recognize that there may be other potential causes not listed here, each of them 
contributes to building an awareness of the ecosystem as an important part of community 
member’s lives that was previously not considered. 
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Case Study 2: Flint, MI – Don’t Drink the Water 
 Flint, Michigan has seen its share of hardships in the past 30 years. Since most of 
the car manufacturing plants, which once made the city a booming metropolis for 
autoworkers, have closed or relocated, residents of Flint’s dwindling community have 
faced great economic challenges.64 The city’s population decreased rapidly since 2000, a 
total of 20 percent in the last 18 years. Poverty is on an increase with 41.6 percent of the 
population under the federal poverty level. Flint is at the lowest end for measurements of 
how healthy residents of a county are in Michigan (81st out of 82 counties), and has a 
shorter life expectancy than the majority of the rest of Michigan (78th out of 82 counties). 
The average home value is approximately $36,700, which is one-fifth of the national 
average.65 In 2009, Flint’s unemployment rate reached 16.9% during the height of the 
housing market crisis and remained above 9% until mid-2014. Today, Flint’s 
unemployment rate is about 4.7%, slightly above the national average.66 Additionally, 
demographically Flint’s population is majority African American, which only adds 
another layer to the socioeconomic oppression felt by many of its residents. 
                                                        
64. The Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Flint, Michigan, United States,” Encyclopedia 
Britannica (Encyclopedia Britannica, Inc, May 3, 2018), accessed June 27, 2018, 
https://www.britannica.com/place/Flint-Michigan. 
65. Davis et al., Flint Water Advisory Task Force Final Report, 15. 
66. U.S. Department of Labor, “Bureau of Labor Statistics Data - Unemployment Rate in Flint, 
MI,” Bureau of Labor Statistics, June 27, 2018, accessed June 17, 2018, 
https://data.bls.gov/timeseries/LAUMT262242000000004?amp%253bdata_tool=XGtable&output_view=d
ata&include_graphs=true. 
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In response to the economic crisis in Flint, in 2011 Governor Rick Snyder 
appointed an emergency manager to oversee the finances of the city. Between 2011 and 
2015, Flint had four different emergency managers who attempted to ameliorate the 
economic downturn in the area through directives aimed at increasing the city’s income.67 
In April 2014, the third of these emergency managers, Darnell Early, changed the source 
of the city’s water from Detroit’s water and sewerage system, sourced from Lake Huron, 
to the Flint River. The eventual plan was for the city of Flint to build its own pipeline 
from Lake Huron for municipal water. Early’s plan was seen as a cost-saving measure 
because Flint would not have to pay Detroit for access to its water system. However, the 
decaying infrastructure of Flint’s pipes, which on average lost about 40 percent of the 
water running through it, meant that the water bills in the area would continue to remain 
high even after this switch occurred.68 
 Despite the government’s focus on the cost of supplying water to the community, 
the price of water would not be the main issue arising from the switch to the Flint River 
water and the aging infrastructure of the Flint water system. Not long after Flint River 
water began flowing through the pipes to homes in the city, residents noticed a distinct 
change in the color, smell, and taste of the water. By August 2014, the city issued a local 
                                                        
67. Jake May, “Flint’s History of Emergency Management and How It Got to Financial Freedom,” 
MLive.com, January 16, 2018, accessed June 27, 2018, 
http://www.mlive.com/news/flint/index.ssf/2018/01/city_of_the_state_flints_histo.html. 
68. Mary Williams Walsh, “Detroit’s Plan to Profit on Its Water, by Selling to Its Neighbors, 
Looks Half Empty,” The New York Times, May 26, 2014. 
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boil water advisory due to E. coli bacteria present in the water. The public health 
department of Genessee County, in which Flint is located, also expressed concerns about 
an increase in cases of Legionellosis (Legionnaires’ disease) in the area, which they 
thought also might be connected to the change in water source.69 Some of the residents 
who could afford to buy bottled water started switching to it for drinking, cooking, and 
even bathing, as some began experiencing rashes and other skin-maladies after washing 
with the water.70 Others who were not in an economic position to switch to bottled water 
continued to use the city’s water because city officials claimed that the water was safe for 
human consumption and use.  
 What stood out most, however, was the presence of high concentrations of lead in 
the water. Citizens began reporting these high concentrations as early as February 2015 to 
the EPA.71 Despite many residents complaining and questioning the water quality to city 
                                                        
69. Susan J. Masten, Simon H. Davies, and Shawn P. McElmurry, “Flint Water Crisis: What 
Happened and Why?,” Journal: American Water Works Association 108, no. 12 (December 2016): 24. 
Ninety-one cases of Legionellosis occurred between the summers of 2014 and 2015, with twelve associated 
deaths. This was an increase from six to thirteen cases reported per year prior to the switch to Flint River 
water. 
70. Emily Garner et al., “Opportunistic Pathogens (OPs): #1 Cause of Waterborne Diseases in the 
United States,” Flint Water Study Updates (blog), August 24, 2015, accessed July 17, 2018, 
http://flintwaterstudy.org/2015/08/opportunistic-pathogens/. The source of the skin maladies that some of 
the Flint residents experienced is still unknown, although VA Tech researchers did indicate that certain 
opportunistic pathogens found in drinking water may cause similar skin rashes and irritations as residents 
described. 
71. Davis et al., Flint Water Advisory Task Force Final Report, 18. Resident Lee Anne Walters 
emailed the EPA Region V office to notify them of the amount of lead in water in her home, which was 
measured at 104 ppb. The EPA action level for lead concentration in water is 15 ppb. 
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administrators, they were persistently told that the water was still safe.72 Even when city 
officials switched their water sources to bottled water within their offices, there were no 
warnings made to the general public about concerns of contamination. A pediatrician in 
Flint, Dr. Mona Hanna-Attisha, tracked the blood lead levels (BLL) in her patients from 
2013 to 2015, noticing that by 2015, the number of patients with a BLL over the Center 
for Disease Control and Prevention’s (CDC) reference level of 5 µg/dL had doubled.73 
Dr. Hanna-Attisha’s findings along with water quality testing performed by researchers at 
Virginia Tech University finally brought the plight of Flint’s residents into the light of 
day.  
Researchers at Virginia Tech, especially Dr. Marc Edwards, began testing the 
water in Flint for lead contamination after initial contact between residents and the EPA 
started. The research team’s findings were wildly different than what had been reported 
by the Michigan Department of Environmental Quality (MDEQ). The research team 
found lead concentrations that far exceeded the EPA’s acceptable limit in several homes. 
MDEQ failed members of the Flint community in several ways. They did not accurately 
communicate their findings to the EPA about lead concentrations in the water. They also 
                                                        
72. Davis et al., Flint Water Advisory Task Force Final Report, 36. According to the Flint Water 
Advisory Task Force Final Report, the Governor’s office started receiving complaints as early as May 
2014, one month after the switch to the Flint River for water. Complaints continued through 2015 while no 
action was taken. 
73. Davis et al., Flint Water Advisory Task Force Final Report, 21. 
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failed to take appropriate action in ensuring that corrosion of the city’s water pipes would 
not occur prior to switching to the Flint River as the municipal water source.74  
 In switching sources for Flint’s water from Lake Huron to the Flint River, city 
officials did not take into account the need for adding an anti-corrosion chemical to the 
water during the water treatment process. Water that had previously come from Detroit 
had been treated with this anti-corrosion chemical. Officials mistakenly believed that they 
had a six-month window in which they could observe the concentration of lead in the 
water before adding the chemical if it was needed.75 This, however was not the case. The 
pipes in Flint, as mentioned previously, are very old. They are both structurally unsound, 
leading to many leaks and they also contain lead. Because the water had not been 
sufficiently treated to not cause leaching from the pipes, the concentration of lead in the 
water increased dramatically after the switch. The Flint River itself was well known for 
being polluted and having its own contamination issues, but officials stated that because 
they were extracting the water from upstream of some of the contamination sources, the 
water would be safe enough for residents to consume.76 The corrosive nature of the water 
itself as it travelled through the pipes to the homes in Flint lead to the leaching of lead 
                                                        
74. Marc Edwards, “Commentary: MDEQ Mistakes and Deception Created the Flint Water 
Crisis,” Flint Water Study Updates (blog), September 30, 2015, accessed July 17, 2018, 
http://flintwaterstudy.org/2015/09/commentary-mdeq-mistakes-deception-flint-water-crisis/. 
75. Davis et al., Flint Water Advisory Task Force Final Report, 27. 
76. Jason Lorenz, “City of Flint Officially Begins Using Flint River as Temporary Primary Water 
Source,” April 25, 2014, accessed July 17, 2018, https://oversight.house.gov/wp-
content/uploads/2016/03/Gov.-Doc-for-Hearing-Folder.pdf. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
42 
into the water. Because the pipes experienced this leaching effect from the water, they 
could continue to leach lead even if the water has been properly treated with anti-
corrosive chemicals and comes from a cleaner source, like Lake Huron. Children exposed 
to lead in the drinking water it may have lasting effects to their central nervous systems 
for years to come.77 The damage has gone too far. The entire water and sewer system 
must be replaced in order for the leaching to stop; a financially challenging situation. 
 Officials responded after a great deal of media coverage and pressure from 
residents, people around the country, and organizations like the American Civil Liberties 
Union (ACLU). Both civil and criminal charges were brought up against former 
government employees in the state of Michigan. The suits accuse these government 
workers of everything from tampering with evidence, willful neglect of duty, and fraud 
with regard to attempting to disguise the severity of the problem of contamination in Flint 
to involuntary manslaughter in the cases of twelve people who died from the 
Legionnaire’s disease outbreak.78 The city switched back to Detroit’s sewer and water 
system to provide cleaner water to the citizens. The long-term plan is to completely 
replace Flint’s aging water and sewer system, a project that will take a great deal of 
money and time to complete. 
                                                        
77. Committee on Environmental Health, “Lead Exposure in Children: Prevention, Detection, and 
Management,” Pediatrics 116, no. 4 (October 1, 2005): 1036–46. The most common effect of lead 
contamination for children is on their cognitive abilities, including lowering their IQ scores. 
78. CNN Library, “Flint Water Crisis Fast Facts,” CNN, April 8, 2018, accessed July 17, 2018. 
https://www.cnn.com/2016/03/04/us/flint-water-crisis-fast-facts/index.html. 
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The water quality has improved somewhat in Flint since the switch back to 
Detroit city water. Citizens also had access to filters for their water systems at home 
provided by the state. Lead levels decreased in most homes, but the scientists at Virginia 
Tech who continue to monitor the water crisis caution that the drinking water in Flint 
should not be called “safe” until a full lead and copper testing study has been completed 
by EPA officials. They advocate that the entire water infrastructure of the city of Flint 
must be replaced to prevent this from happening again.79 The Governor of Michigan 
declared that the Flint Water Crisis had ended as of April 2018 as lead levels in the water 
dropped. The state discontinued supplying residents with free bottled water on April 10th. 
In response, local nonprofit organizations, especially churches, have begun to distribute 
donated bottles of water to residents who still do not trust that their water is safe enough 
to consume.80 
 Human-generated incidents caused the Flint water-crisis in many different ways. 
Economic concerns as well as general unpreparedness and lack of care on the part of the 
MDEQ and other government officials led to the water contamination. Members of the 
community itself had no input into the actions taken, including elected officials. The 
Emergency Managers assigned to take over the financial responsibilities for the city had 
                                                        
79. Siddhartha Roy, “Some Common Misunderstandings of Flint’s Lead in Water Problem,” Flint 
Water Study Updates (blog), December 28, 2015, accessed July 17, 2018, 
http://flintwaterstudy.org/2015/12/some-common-misunderstandings-of-flints-water-lead-problem/. 
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the ability to make changes without input from residents in an effort to bring the city back 
from economic collapse.  
Additionally, the community being served by these emergency managers was 
predominantly African American. In the climate of 2014 to the present, the social 
activism of Black Lives Matter brought discrimination and racism against African 
American people and communities to the nation’s consciousness.81 Once media outlets 
began their own investigations as well as amplifying the findings of the VA Tech 
researchers and Dr. Hannah-Attisha to the national stage, officials at the local and federal 
level could no longer ignore what was happening to the community. Many activists 
argued that had Flint been a community that was primarily white, government officials 
would have taken the appropriate steps to prevent contamination from happening or 
would have worked faster to fix the problems after contamination did happen. The outcry 
about the racism inherent in this issue became a rallying cry for many progressive and 
                                                        
81. Black Lives Matter, “About,” Black Lives Matter (blog), accessed July 25 2018, 
https://blacklivesmatter.com/about/. The Black Lives Matter social justice movement was created in 2013 
in response to the acquittal of George Zimmerman for the death of Trayvon Martin. While the movement 
initially focused on police brutality and its targeting of the Black community, today it has expanded its 
scope to include “working for a world where Black lives are no longer systematically targeted for demise,” 
including those members of the Black community that have been historically marginalized (women, 
LGBTQ+, etc.). 
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civil rights groups. During the presidential election of 2016, Flint became a talking point 
for candidates and a necessary campaign stop. 82 
The community in Flint was already on the brink of economic collapse before the 
water crisis took place because recovery from the national economic crisis in 2008 was 
slow for the area. People in the community who were already struggling to get by now 
had the additional layer of pollution and health concerns with which they had to contend. 
Consideration of the economic factors at play in a community already facing great 
economic hardship, the attempt of government officials to make decisions for 
communities without their input or consent, persistent disregard of community member’s 
experiences, and lack of concern due to systemic racism and socioeconomic oppression 
led to a disaster from which it will take years and a great deal of money to recover. Not to 
mention the fact that the initial and continuing problem with supplying the water to 
homes in Flint is hazardous because of crumbling infrastructure issues that have not been 
addressed. All of these economic, social, environmental, and political factors come 
together to create a situation of environmental injustice. 
                                                        
82. Tony Dokoupil, “Hillary Clinton to Tour the Devastated City of Flint, Michigan,” MSNBC, 
February 6, 2016, accessed July 25, 2018, http://www.msnbc.com/msnbc/hillary-tour-the-devastated-city-
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Environmental Justice Contextualized 
 I highlight these two case studies because they demonstrate the importance of 
context in evaluating the environmental ethical challenges faced and why responses 
should be informed by careful contextual analysis. Both of these situations are cases of 
environmental injustice. The EPA defines environmental justice as:  
…the fair treatment and meaningful involvement of all people regardless 
of race, color, national origin, or income with respect to the development, 
implementation, and enforcement of environmental laws, regulations, and 
policies. EPA has this goal for all communities and persons across this 
Nation. It will be achieved when everyone enjoys the same degree of 
protection from environmental and health hazards and equal access to the 
decision-making process to have a healthy environment in which to live, 
learn, and work.83  
 
Palmerton and Flint both fall into the case of being treated unjustly in terms of the 
contamination they faced and the ways in which little action was taken to actually address 
the problems they faced. Both communities faced heavy metal contamination. Both 
communities faced economic hardships that put them at a disadvantage in possessing 
power to demand the situation be handled expediently. However, the context of each 
influenced the ways in which the affected communities understood and addressed the 
problems. 
In the case of Palmerton, the fact that it was a factory town created social tensions 
between citizens who felt the company always worked in their employees’ best interests 
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February 13, 2015, accessed July 17, 2018, https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice/learn-about-
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and those who felt that the responsibility for the contamination fell directly on the 
company. In the case of Flint, responsibility for the contamination of the drinking water 
came from a governmental decision designed to alleviate economic burdens, but ended 
up causing both more economic burdens and health concerns. In both cases, government 
officials let down those affected by delaying their responses to these crises. The EPA 
may have named Palmerton a Superfund site in 1983, but it took well over two decades 
for the bulk of remediation efforts to take place. Flint residents complained to officials 
about the quality of their water but were harmed by both the inaction and the falsifying of 
records by city and state officials in reporting water quality standards to the federal 
government. Human health concerns plagued people in both areas and in Palmerton, the 
ecosystem supporting the area suffered while remediation efforts stalled. While many of 
the residents of Palmerton may have come from immigrant families, they were as a 
majority, of European backgrounds. In Flint, over half of the population is African 
American. The factor of race in the case of Flint cannot be ignored, as many communities 
of color unjustly face environmental discrimination because they lack the economic and 
political capital to fight against it. Both areas faced economic hardships – Palmerton after 
the smelting plant closed down the majority of its operations and Flint as the auto 
industry felt the effects of a globalized economy.  
The compounding effects of the multiple factors that led to environmental 
injustice in both Palmerton and Flint created context-specific challenges that required a 
nuanced response from the communities. While the media and members of the 
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community framed both cases as primarily an economics versus environment issue, other 
social concerns and considerations are specific to each situation; these factor into the 
decision-making process when it comes to seeking justice. A solution for Palmerton 
would not necessarily provide the same results for Flint because the situations 
surrounding the justice issues vary based on the histories of the locations, the cultural and 
religious values found in each community, and the milieu of each of the communities in 
shaping how people responded to the crises they faced. Religion is one source of ethical 
decision-making that was not explicitly mentioned in either of these case studies as a 
factor in determining what the correct actions would be for each community. But 
religious values often play an important role in shaping worldviews, including 
understanding of how people relate to the Divine and to the world around them. 
The goal of this dissertation is to create an ethical framework that people who are 
part of Christian communities can understand and incorporate into their lives in such a 
way that they can identify the source of their ethical claims and can also live up to those 
claims. In these brief case studies, there was little to no consideration of Christian ethical 
claims in light of the challenges faced by each of the communities. While churches may 
be involved in providing direct aid to those who are in crises, like providing bottled water 
to those living in Flint, they do not engage the complex realities that must shape 
individual and communal responses to these situations. If a Christian ethical framework 
cannot enable members of the community to evaluate the situation of their community in 
light of Christian ideals to come up with solutions accessible to the community and 
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instead focuses only on abstracted ideas, no progress will be made in establishing justice 
for the community. Many of the ethical frameworks that have been employed throughout 
the course of human history fail to consider the realities of decision-making processes for 
human beings in specific contexts – weighing the multiplicity of factors that drive their 
ethical choices. Christian social ethicists, over the course of the past century, have 
brought together the concerns of the everyday in conversation with Christian theology. 
They also felt that context matters in determining appropriate ethical action, but as is 
demonstrated below, the methods and theological claims embraced by different ethicists 
have changed over time. 
Contextual Ethics: A Brief Overview 
 In order to understand where the need for a contextualized Christian ecological 
ethic arises, a brief history of Christian social ethics is necessary. Contextualization 
within Christian ethics has always occurred – people have grappled with Christian 
teachings in their particular contexts since the earliest Christian communities, as is 
evidenced by Paul’s epistles.84 However, the question of how Christianity can effect 
                                                        
84. Ernst Troeltsch, The Social Teaching of the Christian Churches, vol. 1, Library of Theological 
Ethics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1992), 80–81. Troeltsch makes the case that the 
early Christian communities were not concerned with altering the social order as the second coming of 
Christ was anticipated as an immediate event. However, despite this, Christians still had to function as a 
minority community within a much larger state structure. This amounted to a Christian respect for State 
authority, but a more general focus on citizenship in heaven among early Christians, differing from the use 
of Christian theological claims in an attempt to alter social systems. 
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social change is a relatively new concept in Christian thought, only emerging in the past 
150 years.85  
 The field of “Social Ethics” within Christian theological circles did not really 
emerge until the mid-to late nineteenth century in England and the United States. 
Attempts to contextualize Christian ethics in intentional ways came about in response to 
the Industrial Revolution, advancements in modern science (including Darwin’s theory of 
evolution), and the development of Biblical criticism. As the use of reason grew within 
society, the Church, particularly Protestant denominations, felt pressure to respond to the 
social and economic changes in the world, leading congregants and theologians alike to 
question the traditions of the church.86 Liberal Protestantism at the beginning of the 20th 
century focused on the potential that human beings possessed through their use of reason 
as well as the immanence of God experienced in and through the world.87 
In response to the growing economic and social divisions created by 
industrialism, those involved in the Social Gospel movement developed Christian 
theology and ethics in a way that spoke to the situations that people faced on a daily 
basis, indicating how faith could function as a motivating force for change. Theologians 
                                                        
85. Christian social ethicists argue that Christian principles can intentionally change the social 
order for the better. They advocate that Christians should be actively engaged in challenging modern social 
problems, such as poverty, child labor, and worker’s rights, as a part of the calling to follow Christ. While 
previous theologies had an effect on society, Christian social ethics specifically name engagement with 
social issues as a mission of the Church. 
86. John Atherton, ed., Christian Social Ethics: A Reader (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1994), 
22. 
87. Atherton, Christian Social Ethics, 24. 
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like Walter Rauschenbush, Shailer Mathews, and Washington Gladden asserted that 
theology must keep up with the times in order to be effective for people and that Jesus’s 
social teachings should be a central focus for the Church’s message.88 In taking on the 
plight of the American factory worker and addressing social forms of sin that exist within 
communities, especially those tied to capitalism, Rauschenbusch and others brought to 
light the conditions of workers while also providing opportunities for theological hope 
through addressing the causes of sin in society. Rauschenbusch’s organizing focus was to 
bring the Kingdom of God on Earth through Christianizing the social order – “bringing it 
into harmony with the ethical convictions which we identify with Christ.”89 He believed 
that the Kingdom of God was not only possible on Earth, but it could be brought about 
through human action, and in fact is the point to which all of humanity is evolving 
toward.  
As the work of Social Gospel theologians and others caught on in the early 20th 
century, more mainline Protestant denominations became actively involved in engaging 
social issues including Presbyterians, Methodists, Episcopalians, and Congregationalists. 
Idealism of the Social Gospel movement encouraged Christians to join together in 
challenging the social ills of child labor and unsafe working conditions within factories, 
as well as income inequality. Members of these denominations began to form ecumenical 
                                                        
88. Atherton, Christian Social Ethics, 24–25. 
89. Walter Rauschenbusch, “Christianizing the Social Order,” in Christian Social Ethics: A 
Reader, ed. John Atherton (Cleveland, OH: Pilgrim Press, 1994), 173. 
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bodies, like the Federal Council of Churches in the U.S. (FCC; later the National Council 
of Churches, NCC) and the World Council of Churches (WCC). These ecumenical 
bodies, in addition to striving toward Christian unity, also focused on how to address 
social ills pertinent to the lived experiences of their congregants. The FCC developed and 
adopted the Social Creed of the Churches in 1908 to address the challenges faced by 
industrial and farm workers. Their creed began, “We deem it the duty of all Christian 
people to concern themselves directly with certain practical industrial problems…” and 
then outlined particular industrial practices that needed reform including reducing the 
number of work hours, abolishing child labor, establishing a minimum wage, and the 
enactment of equal rights and protections for all workers.90 The creed makes it clear that 
Christians and their church bodies are responsible to attend to these social issues and 
improve the conditions for workers. The NCC continues the trajectory of the 1908 Social 
Creed in the 21st century with a new creed that acknowledges the challenges present in a 
globalizing and consumer-driven world.91 
The WCC similarly grew out of the need for Christian denominations to come 
together to address global social challenges as well as develop means for ecumenical 
worship and partnership. Developed from the 1910 Edinburgh World Missionary 
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Conference and the 1937 Oxford Conference on the Church and Its Function in Society, 
the WCC came together as a body similar to the political League of Nations (today’s 
United Nations) but with the express purpose of bringing together Christians around the 
world in unity with one another. In reporting on the Oxford Conference, the meeting that 
would spur the development of the WCC, Edwin Ewart Aubrey remarked in the Journal 
of Religion:  
Here we were, then, gathered from all corners of the Earth at a time when 
money was so scarce that it was thought to be an open question whether it 
could rightly be spent for such an assembly. Clearly the world-situation 
was full of challenges to Christian thought. With one-sixth of the world's 
surface and one-tenth of its population under the influence of communism, 
what would the churches say about the economic problems? With the very 
conference itself impoverished because the German government refused 
passports to the delegation from the confessional churches, what would be 
the attitude of Christians toward the totalitarian state? With new syncretic 
movements in the Far East taking advanced positions on social questions, 
what would be the churches' word as to the uniqueness of its gospel? With 
modern education taking over more and more of the moral training of the 
young, what had Christianity to offer as its special educational 
contribution? In the face of growing indifference to the Church as a social 
force, what could Christians do to rise to their evangelistic opportunity?92 
 
Aubrey brings up the challenges present within the global context in the pre-World War 
II timeframe and how the churches, together (1) needed to have a voice in the midst of it 
and (2) had to decide what that voice would be and how it would adequately express 
Christian theological principles in order to spur action and change. 
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 The WCC and the NCC continue to influence ecumenical conversations about 
global and local social issues that the Church must address. The WCC has convened its 
global assembly every seven years since 1948, organizing attendees around one central 
theme addressed through individual issue groups.93 The NCC allows for a more localized 
focus within the U.S. through local and regional offices that support issues relevant to 
specific communities. While NCC as a whole lists certain priorities as a means of focus 
for the organization (currently, in 2018, Mass Incarceration and Interreligious Relations), 
individual regional offices are able to focus on issues that affect churches within their 
immediate area.94  
The picture of humanity’s goodness and abilities to progress forward depicted by 
liberal Protestantism became sullied as economic institutions collapsed and the world’s 
powers came into conflict with one another. The realities of the Great Depression and the 
First and Second world wars caused theologians like Reinhold Niebuhr, Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer, and John C. Bennett to question the effectiveness of Protestant liberalism 
and the Social Gospel movement to adequately address the context they now 
encountered. Ethicists needed to describe how a Christian was to respond to a world in 
turmoil. The global community faced catastrophe and destruction that had not been 
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adequately examined through a Christian lens previously – including the development 
and use atomic/nuclear weaponry, genocide, and the very idea for the necessity of war. 
Additionally, as individuals of different denominations began working together to 
address these issues, it became even more important to find ways for ecumenical 
theological statements to adequately express Christian attitudes while being expansive 
enough to allow for diverse groups of Christians, as well as non-religious people, to agree 
upon them.95 What the Social Gospel movements lacked was not vision, but rather how to 
engage the powers that existed within societies in an effective way in order to create 
change. Niebuhr and Bennett’s theological assertions would become the backbone of 
many of the positions and statements that the ecumenical movements of the mid-20th 
century.96 
Christian Realism developed as a theological position to be a corrective to the 
Social Gospel movement - a theology that was too idealistic to be effective. Christian 
Realists asserted that sin is real and impossible to escape; therefore, teaching that the 
ethics of Jesus are a possibility that can be fully realized, particularly that of Christian 
                                                        
95. Bennett, Christian Ethics and Social Policy, 17–24. Bennett outlines six factors that prevent a 
direct connection between Christian theological claims and the problems faced in everyday society, 
including the increasing diversity within communities, which makes it more challenging to bring 
individuals in agreement about foundational values or ethical claims. Others include the long history of 
human beings that are bound up in the decisions individuals must make today; the inability to know people 
personally who are affected by social problems; conflicting interests at the individual level, especially 
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love, is inaccurate. According to Reinhold Niebuhr, Jesus’s ethical stances based in self-
sacrificing Christian love is an “impossible possibility.”97 This dialectical claim places 
the Christian in constant tension between never being able to fully attain the perfection of 
Christian love found in Christ with never truly being satisfied with the ethical 
possibilities found in everyday life.98 John C. Bennett also asserted that while Christian 
love was fundamental for a guiding ethical principle, it must also be married with a sense 
of humility that the Christian acknowledges in the face of God’s judgment.99 Because of 
this, Bennett asserts that Christians should evaluate all situations with a sense of whether 
the outcome is ultimately self-serving for the individual rather than the wider community. 
In reflecting on the Christian Realism expressed by Reinhold Niebuhr and 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, ethicist Robin Lovin describes how the tensions present in reality 
are embraced by these thinkers: 
Multiple loyalties, conflicting obligations, and competing demands from 
different institutions and groups a serve as barriers to the premature unity 
that ideologies and political programs seek to impose. Rather than 
suggesting that these differences would go away if everyone sought the 
true good or allowing that differences should be suppressed if people do 
not recognize what the true good is, Christian realism emphasizes the 
persistent disagreements and perhaps even encourages the conflicts. The 
                                                        
97. Reinhold Niebuhr, An Interpretation of Christian Ethics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John 
Knox Press, 2012), 31. 
98. Ieuan Ellis, “The Encyclical and Niebuhr’s ‘Impossible Possibility,’” New Blackfriars 50, no. 
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results create a space for responsible action that might be well lost in a 
public life dominated by competing absolute claims of rival ideologies.100 
 
Lovin’s description explains that Christian Realism was not afraid to address the 
complexity of real-life situations present in the decision-making process for people 
instead of making absolute ideological claims that may prove problematic in execution. It 
is in the tension between the realities of life and the idealism of the hope found in Christ 
that Christians must navigate their human existence. 
Niebuhr and Bennett’s ethical arguments depended heavily on the concept of a 
“middle axiom”. It was during the Oxford Council of 1937 that J.H. Oldham proposed 
the idea of a “middle axiom” between Christian theological ideals and the ethical realities 
faced by individuals every day. Oldham stated: 
The gospel is not a code of morals or a new law. But the new mind formed 
in those who have responded to the revelation of a new reality in Christ 
must express itself in new forms of behavior. It belongs to the prophetic 
and teaching office of the church to expound the implication of the 
Christian understanding of life and to make clear the kind of behavior to 
which belief in the gospel prompts. 
Broad assertion, such as that Christians are bound to obey the law of love 
or to strive for social justice, does not go far toward helping the individual 
to know what he ought to do in particular cases. On the other hand, there 
is no way of relieving him of the responsibility of decision in concrete 
situations. To give him precise instructions to be literally carried out is to 
rob him of his moral responsibility as a person. It is not the function of the 
clergy to tell the laity how to act in public affairs, but rather to confront 
them with the Christian demand and to encourage them to discover its 
application for themselves. Hence, as between purely general statements 
of the ethical demands of the gospel and decisions that have to be made in 
concrete situations, there is need for what may be described as middle 
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axioms. It is these that give relevance and point to the Christian ethic. 
They are attempts to define the directions in which, in a particular state of 
society, Christian faith must express itself. They are not binding for all 
time, but are provisional definitions of the type of behavior required of 
Christians at a given period and in given circumstances.101 
 
Oldham takes seriously the need for the Christian not only to have the freedom to 
determine his/her actions in the face of Christian theological principles, but also to do so 
in a way that clearly applies those theological principles to the context in question. The 
Church’s task is not to tell the Christian how he or she must act, but rather what the 
gospel says and how that message is relevant to the current context. Middle axioms, as 
defined by Oldham, are “provisional,” tied to specific contexts both temporally and 
experientially.  
Bennett and Niebuhr would build on Oldham’s concept of the middle axiom in 
the development of their own theological ethical frameworks – Bennett more overtly than 
Niebuhr. However, each of these thinkers (as well as Ronald H. Preston, whose 
perspective will be discussed more fully in Chapter Two) would interpret Oldham’s 
original definition in their own ways in an attempt to develop a contextualized ethical 
framework both for Christians and non-Christians alike. Bennett’s use of middle 
axiomatic claims to advance Christian social ethics highly emphasized the provisional 
nature of the middle axioms themselves. They were not universals to be held for all time 
and in all contexts, but instead were very specific to the particular context that needed to 
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be addressed. Bennett states, “A middle axiom is more concrete than a universal ethical 
principle and less specific than a program that includes legislation and political 
strategy.”102 Middle axioms for Bennett are not to replace laws or political positions, but 
are to be used to guide in those decision-making processes. They are a step in the long 
process of bringing together the multiple lived realities of people in harmony with the 
claims of Christian ethical principles.103 Bennett proposes four areas of middle axioms to 
address the social issues present at the time of his writing Christian Ethics and Social 
Policy (1946); progression, economics, race relations, and democracy.104 
Niebuhr’s approach was probably the most popular in generating middle 
axiomatic statements that could be employed both by ecumenical groups and by the U.S. 
federal government in the 1940s and 1950s. He became a figurehead as a public 
theologian who worked not only with national and international ecumenical 
organizations, but also as a member of the Council on Foreign Relations and consultant 
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to the US State Department.105 Niebuhr described the “test of tolerance” 106 and “the 
balance of power”107 as middle axioms that the US could employ to bring together 
Christian ideals with political desires. Niebuhr demonstrates how the history of religious 
and political decision-making informs both of these axioms to qualify them as 
appropriate steps for settling some of the world’s largest ethical issues.108 The test of 
tolerance allows for a pluralistic world that has a check on the veracity of certain truth-
claims within ideologies, while the balance of power asserts that justice within society is 
not possible without an organizing center (government) to manage the conflicts and 
tensions present between people. Niebuhr’s middle axiomatic claims serve to function as 
an intermediary between the reality of human potential for goodness, derived from God, 
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https://www.nytimes.com/2007/04/26/opinion/26brooks.html. 
106. Reinhold Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man: A Christian Interpretation, 1st ed, vol. 2, 
Library of Theological Ethics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press, 1996), 219. The test of 
tolerance is meant to address the modern issues surrounding the concept of truth and its perceived 
relativity. The test involves two parts: “the ability to hold vital convictions which then lead to action; and 
also the capacity to preserve the spirit of forgiveness toward those who offend us by holding convictions 
which seem untrue to us.” For Niebuhr, tolerance is not just blind acceptance of another’s perspective, but 
rather, a literal test of one’s values. 
107. Niebuhr, The Nature and Destiny of Man vol. 2, 265-266. Niebuhr’s balance of power seeks 
justice as the highest ideal for human society but acknowledges that it necessarily exists in tension with the 
human desire for will-to-power. Niebuhr states, “The principle of the equilibrium of power is thus a 
principle of justice in so far as it prevents domination and enslavement; but it is a principle of anarchy and 
conflict in so far as its tensions, if unresolved, result in over conflict.” 
108. Some Christian ethicists, like Ronald H. Preston, who also utilized Oldham’s concept of 
middle axioms as a framework for Christian social ethics, felt that Niebuhr’s middle axiomatic claims were 
too universal and not specific enough to a particular situation to truly be considered “middle axioms”. See: 
Preston, Church and Society in the Late Twentieth Century, 147. 
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and the reality of human sinfulness, drawing out the tensions that exist between these two 
opposing forces and looking for ways to provide creative ethical solutions for Christians 
on the ground. 
 However effective Niebuhr, Bennett, and other Christian Realists’ approaches to 
ethics were, especially in the political realm, for the early-to-mid-20th century, new 
perspectives and new contexts of the 1950s & 1960s would lead to another important 
shift in contextualized Christian ethics. The Civil Rights movement, the rise of second-
wave Feminism in the U.S., and the expansion of the global marketplace’s effects on the 
division between the global north and global south contributed to a setting in which the 
voices of those who were most oppressed in particular contexts emerged as a critique to 
the status quo of both society and theology. The rise of theologies of liberation in Latin 
America, Black communities, and Feminist circles took the lived experiences of the 
oppressed as the starting point for Christian theology and ethics. In the case of Latin 
American liberation theology, relying heavily on Marxist ideology and Catholic social 
teaching, the central claim was that God has a “preferential option for the poor.”109 In the 
sense that “the poor” may be equated with all of those who are oppressed in a given 
society, other forms of theologies of liberation embrace this same central claim. Those at 
                                                        
109. Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, xxv–xxvi. In his introduction to the 15th anniversary 
edition of A Theology of Liberation, Gutierrez attempts to clarify the use of “the preferential option for the 
poor” as he claims it had been misunderstood in the decades following its initial introduction. He states 
“The very word ‘preference’ denies all exclusiveness and seeks rather to call attention to those who are the 
first – though not the only ones – with whom we should be in solidarity…I want to say that from the very 
beginning of liberation theology…I insisted that the great challenge was to maintain both the universality 
of God’s love and God’s predilection for those on the lowest rung of the ladder of history.” 
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the margins of society should be the focus of theological activity, as their liberation from 
the bonds of oppression (economic, racial, sexist, etc.) will lead to a just world in which 
all people experience the same liberation eventually, through the Kingdom of God.  
The focus of theologies of liberation on those who faced oppression in their 
contexts was not the only difference that this approach offered to theological-ethical 
reflection. The method also changed from one in which scripture and tradition served as 
the sources for theological development to a more dialectical model of the world 
influencing theology and theology influencing the world.110 People’s experiences linked 
together with a spiritual understanding of the world. Gustavo Gutiérrez states in his 
introduction to A Theology of Liberation (1988), “…in liberation theology, faith and life 
are inseparable. This unity accounts for its prophetic vigor and its potentialities.”111 
Theologies of liberation emphasize the importance of identity and experience as the 
starting point from which theological claims develop, continuing through a process of 
evaluation and reformulation as contexts change within society. Liberation theologians 
understand theology to be a “critical reflection upon praxis”112 rather than adherence to 
specific doctrine or tradition. Praxis, the doing and action in the life of the Christian, 
becomes the point from which all theological reflection occurs. Theologies of liberation 
                                                        
110. Alfred T. Hennelly, Liberation Theologies: The Global Pursuit of Justice (Mystic, CT: 
Twenty-Third Publications, 1995), 24. 
111. Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, xix. 
112. Gutiérrez, A Theology of Liberation, 5–11. 
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are a process, not a system of thought as traditional theology had been presented. This is 
especially clear in the work of Latin American Liberation theologian, Juan Luis Segundo, 
through his use of the “hermeneutic circle” for biblical interpretation, which is the on-
going evaluation, interpretation, reflection, and application of theological ideas occur in 
people’s lives.113 
While Christian Realism as a school of thought took into consideration the 
importance of specific contexts in determining appropriate ethical responses to situations, 
a critique offered by liberation theologians was that often these responses were an elitist 
exercise as well as too incremental in their approaches.114 Liberation theologies sought to 
engage theology in a completely new way that differed from the traditional models of 
European systematic theological frameworks, primarily developed by white men. 
Theologies of liberation, instead, are deeply contextualized by the experiences of those 
who previously were excluded. Those who were not in positions in power had little 
opportunity to contribute to the conversation as to how Christian theology applied to their 
lives. Practically, this also meant the Church failed to pay attention to the plights of those 
facing oppression, sometimes perpetuated by the Church itself. In traditional theological 
ethical methods, trained theologians and ethicists were the ones who decided what 
theological claims could be made about a situation rather than those who experienced 
them. Exclusion of these voices only perpetuated the divisions between those who had 
                                                        
113. Hennelly, Liberation Theologies, 27–28. 
114 Danaher, Jr., “Healing Broken Bodies,” 311. 
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power and those who were oppressed by it. Traditional theological models failed to fully 
recognize the realities of the situations oppressed Christians encounter and make 
decisions about on a daily basis.115 
Theologies of liberation took many forms over the course of the next half-century 
into the 21st century. As the world became increasingly smaller through the effects of 
globalization, theologies of liberation developed to reflect the particularities of 
oppression expressed in contexts all over the world. Seeking the lived experiences of the 
oppressed as a starting point for theology highlighted the many forms of injustice created 
by systems of power and offered alternative visions of how a more just society could be 
realized. Women, like Mary Daly, Rosemary Radford Ruether, and Elizabeth Schüssler 
Fiorenza, highlighted the forms oppression created by patriarchal systems in the Church 
and in society.116 Black men like James Cone, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Malcolm X 
addressed the systemic forms of racism and the possibility of liberation found through 
                                                        
115. Ronald H. Stone, “Christian Realism and Liberation Theology,” in The Church’s Public 
Role: Retrospect and Prospect, ed. Dieter T. Hessel (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock, 1993), 118. Stone points 
out that while the Latin American approach to Liberation theology came from the perspective of the poor in 
the global south, Christian Realists’ positions were embedded in North American (and European) middle 
class. However, Stone does believe that it is possible for Christian Realism and Liberation theological 
positions to agree on certain points and move toward justice, especially through the work of ecumenical 
bodies, like the WCC (124).  
116. See: Mary Daly, The Church and the Second Sex (London: Dublin G. Chapman, 1968); 
Ruether, Sexism and God-Talk; Elisabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, In Memory of Her: A Feminist Theological 
Reconstruction of Christian Origins, 10th anniversary ed. (New York: Crossroad, 1994). I highlight these 
three feminist theologians because their work is most often highlighted as central to the development of 
feminist theology. However, I am aware that there are numerous other women who have contributed to this 
field 
 
 
 
 
 
 
65 
religion.117 Additional context-specific theologies emerged addressing the lived 
experiences of people not adequately addressed by other theological positions. For 
example, womanist and mujerista theologies developed out of a need for a feminist 
theology that included the added oppressions found in the lives of Black and Latina 
women.118 Theologies of liberation may address geographical location, history of a 
region or culture, race, gender identity, sexuality, economic status, and other factors 
present within individual contexts as a starting point for theological reflection. These 
identities influence people’s understanding of and connection with the Divine and the 
changes necessary in society to eliminate oppression.119 
Theologies of liberation, in some cases, incorporated the health and wellbeing of 
the Earth as well. The fields of ecological theology and ecological ethics developed as 
awareness of environmental issues arose within society. Many theologically-based works 
in ecological ethics focus on making the connections between theological assertions and 
ecological realities. A popular means of linking Christianity with care for the 
                                                        
117. See: James H. Cone, A Black Theology of Liberation (Philadelphia: Lippincott, 1970); Martin 
Luther King, The Trumpet of Conscience, Massey Lectures ; 1967 (New York: Harper & Row, 1968); 
Malcolm X, Malcolm X Speaks: Selected Speeches and Statements (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1990). 
Martin Luther King, Jr. and Malcolm X provided a public face for civil rights in the 1960’s, connecting 
black liberation with religious ideas (Christianity and Islam, respectively). Cone’s approach was more 
academic, engaging in a critique of European-centered theological approaches that did not speak to the 
lived experiences of Black Americans. 
118. See: Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness; Isasi-Díaz, Mujerista Theology. Womanist and 
mujerista theologians challenged feminist theology by illustrating the multiple forms of oppression they 
faced and showing that feminist theological approaches did not adequately speak to their contexts. 
Williams and Isasi-Diaz are only two of many women of color theologians who build upon this premise. 
119. This is by no means a sufficient list of the varied forms of theologies of liberation and post-
colonial theologies that emerged in the late 20th to early 21st centuries.  
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environment builds on humanity’s responsibility for God’s creation based in the notion of 
stewardship provided in Genesis 1: 26-28.120 Some Christian ecological ethicists refer to 
additional biblical sources, such as the covenant created between God, Noah, and the 
Earth (Gen. 9:8-17),121 the Levitical instructions for a Jubilee year, and a year of sabbath 
for the Earth (Lev. 25)122 as starting points for ecological insight into Christianity. 
Additionally, eco-ethicists such as Cynthia Moe-Lobeda, James Nash, Sharon Delgado, 
and others rely on an extension of the notion of Christian love of neighbor to encompass 
the whole Earth.123 Others point to Christian theological ideas such as sacramentality, 
Christian virtues, or connection with Christian practices, such as baptism, as means for 
                                                        
120. Nash, Loving Nature, 107. A stewardship model is the one most generally embraced by 
Christian congregations as a call to care for the Earth. However, Nash points out that the use of a 
stewardship model is problematic because it can lead to a sense that nature serves an instrumental purpose 
for human beings, meant to serve them, instead of having its own intrinsic value. 
121. Nash, Loving Nature, 100–101. 
122. Hart, Sacramental Commons, 181–98. Hart explains that the notion of the Jubilee year, the 
50th year in crop rotation, is meant as a sabbath for the Earth. He extends that notion to the modern day as 
extending Jubilee principles of (1) conserving the commons, (2) committing to the common good, (3) 
comparting common goods (establishing economic justice, and (4) communizing the commons (making 
land ownership a cooperative endeavor, sharing the Earth’s goods as public goods) (189-193). 
123. Nash, Loving Nature; Moe-Lobeda, Resisting Structural Evil; Sharon E. Delgado, Love in a 
Time of Climate Change: Honoring Creation, Establishing Justice (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 
2017); McFague, Super, Natural Christians. Each of these authors uses Christian love in a slightly different 
way to engage the reader in an ecological ethical framework. Nash emphasizes the concepts of 
responsibility focus on virtues of frugality and humility in light of our relationship with nature as a way of 
acting in Christian love. Moe Lobeda discusses how Christians should expand the concept of neighbor love 
when thinking about participation in economic structures that only perpetuate cycles of oppression and 
domination of the Earth and those who struggle economically. Delgado particularly focuses on climate 
change and the call that God’s love issues to us to not do things to better the condition of the Earth because 
we ought to, but because we care and are deeply invested in a relationship of care for the Earth and justice 
for others. McFague also focuses on the idea of Christian love by exploring the concept of relationship, 
emphasizing that the relationship between humanity and the Earth must be a subject-subject relationship 
rather than a subject-object relationship. 
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connecting Christianity back to the Earth, finding points of interdependency within the 
human/creation framework.124 While effective in creating a scriptural and tradition-based 
defense of Christian interest in the environment, approaches based in scriptural or 
theological ideals become abstracted for the individual in the community who must apply 
it. What does “stewardship” truly mean when contending with climate change? What 
rights does Earth possess in particular situations, and how does that compare or contrast 
with human rights in a given situation? 
Tying care for the Earth to justice issues led the development of two important 
subfields of study within ecological ethics and theology: environmental justice/eco-
justice and ecofeminism. Environmental justice and eco-justice are sometimes used 
interchangeably, but theologians tend to favor the use of eco-justice.125 Despite the 
terminology used, the position held by advocates of these perspectives is that racial, 
economic, and ecological injustices are all closely tied together and that poor and non-
white communities are more likely to face ecological challenges. Eco-justice as a concept 
was perhaps most starkly highlighted by the United Church of Christ (UCC) Commission 
on Racial Justice study on toxic waste dumps and affected communities in 1987. The 
                                                        
124. McFague, The Body of God; Wirzba, From Nature to Creation; Hart, Sacramental Commons; 
Hart, Cosmic Commons. 
125. Norman J Faramelli, “Role of the Church in Eco-Justice,” Church & Society 64, no. 2 
(November 1973): 4. Faramelli is often credited with first utilizing the term eco-justice to indicate both 
ecological sustainability and economic/social justice. While he advocated for this position for the church in 
1970, linking economic and ecological justice issues, his first use of the term “eco-justice” is in this article. 
See: Norman J Faramelli, “Ecological Responsibility and Economic Justice: The Perilous Links Between 
Ecology and Poverty,” Andover Newton Quarterly 11, no. 2 (November 1970): 81–93. 
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study presented how impoverished and predominantly non-white communities unfairly 
bear the brunt of toxic waste contamination.126 The UCC study is still recognized today 
as one of the touchstones for linking poverty, race, and environmental contamination 
together.  
Eco-justice theologians demonstrate the ways in which economic and 
environmental oppression are linked, especially in communities of color. Leonardo Boff, 
in his book, Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor, effectively connected the suffering of the 
impoverished in the global south with the devastation and destruction of the environment 
as an effect of global economic inequality. He suggests that there are two issues that 
bring together the global north and the global south: the future of the planet and concern 
for the poor, which make up the majority of the planet’s population.127 These issues are 
entangled with one another and must be addressed in order to bring about a just and 
healthy world. Boff’s language of both the Earth and the poor crying out as they 
experience injustice draws attention to those in positions of power to recognize the 
relational identities they share with both the poor and the Earth, spurring them toward 
acts of justice. 
                                                        
126. United Church of Christ Commission on Racial Justice, “Toxic Wastes and Race in the US.” 
127. Boff, Cry of the Earth, Cry of the Poor, 113–14. While Boff connects liberation theology of 
the poor with ecological justice, he does so at a global level. Instead of focusing on particular communities, 
Boff is more concerned about planetary justice, both for the Earth and for the global population of the poor, 
rather than a specific geographical location of the poor. 
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Eco-justice theologians emphasize religious values as the point from which 
ethical considerations should be made. While some eco-theologians, like those mentioned 
previously, focus on cosmological arguments for why Christians should be concerned 
about the Earth, justice-focused eco-theologians focus on what the social-economic-
ecological issues that communities seek to address by reflecting on the God-human-Earth 
relationship.128 A cosmological approach is seen as a top-down analysis in which the 
theological and ethical concepts that arise out of Christian tradition and scripture are 
applied in a way that makes people more cognizant of their connections with the Earth 
and the Divine, eventually leading to environmental action. Eco-justice approaches, 
however, focus on a bottom-up approach that analyses the situation of ecological 
injustice at hand and engages theology from that context, similar to the approach of 
liberation theologians described above. Theological eco-ethicist, Willis Jenkins, is a 
proponent of this “bottom up” approach that accesses the knowledge already present 
within the Christian community as a means for creative responses to complex ecological 
issues, like climate change.  
Building upon the framework of ecological theology, ecofeminism adds another 
layer of consideration and analysis. An ecofeminist approach connects the oppression of 
                                                        
128. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 74–81. Jenkins extensively compares what he sees as the two 
approaches to ecological theology, setting the scene for his own “prophetic theological pragmatism” 
approach to eco-ethics. (95) 
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women with the oppression of the Earth.129 Both women and the Earth face domination 
and destruction due to patriarchal structures prevalent in Western culture. Women are 
viewed as “less than” men because of essentialized traits that cultures have perpetuated 
about divisions between the sexes, including that women are less rational and more 
nurturing than men and therefore should only be relegated to the tasks of producing 
children and domesticity. From an ecofeminist perspective, the Earth too, is only seen to 
serve certain functions for humanity rather than having inherent value. The Earth has 
become a source of economic commodity, separated as an “other” from humanity, rather 
than an extension of the human experience in the world. Traditional patriarchal religious 
thought contributes to the oppression of women and the Earth by upholding themes of 
domination and subjugation.130 The othering created by cultural systems, separating 
genders into certain roles and viewing humanity as above rather than a part of nature, is 
at the root of injustice for both women and the Earth. Furthermore, women of color 
disproportionately feel the effects of environmental injustice, especially those in the 
global south. Ecofeminism seeks liberation for not only women but all those who face 
oppression as well as the Earth.  
                                                        
129. Ruether, Integrating Ecofeminism, 91. Ruether points out that there are two ways that 
domination of women and the Earth occur: ideological-cultural and socioeconomic. These two levels of 
domination are connected, yielding a cultural milieu that perpetuates cycles of oppression. 
130. See: Rosemary Radford Ruether, “Symbolic and Social Connection of the Oppression of 
Women and the Domination of Nature,” in Ecofeminism and the Sacred, ed. Carol J. Adams (New York: 
Continuum, 1993), 13–23. 
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Ecofeminist theologians and ethicists like Rosemary Radford Ruether, Ivone 
Gebara, and Sallie McFague all draw on the experiences of the lives of women in their 
analysis of how traditional theological approaches fall short in addressing the issues of 
oppression for women and the Earth. Ruether takes an interdisciplinary approach, 
bringing scientific, economic, sociological, historical, biblical, and feminist scholarship 
in conversation as a means of demonstrating the many ways that economic, social, and 
ecological pressures are unfairly placed on women and poor communities.131 McFague 
appeals to North American protestant audiences to develop new ways of seeing 
themselves in relationship with the Earth that break out of the traditional dualistic 
structures offered in patriarchal societies.132 Gebara specifically focuses on communities 
of the global south, especially in Latin America, in which the poor feel the effects of 
pollution and climate change imposed by those in the global north. Her theological 
position reorients the individual into an awareness of interconnection with the world with 
an understanding of the Divine that is found immanently expressed in the unity of all 
things.133 Acknowledgement of this interconnection leads to a deepened understanding of 
the self in relationship with the Earth as well as a sense of connectedness with all who 
suffer the consequences of economic and ecological oppression.  
                                                        
131. Ruether, Integrating Ecofeminism. In particular, this work of Ruether’s demonstrates her 
commitment to an interdisciplinary approach to developing ecofeminist approaches, particularly across the 
seven major religious traditions in a global context. 
132. See: McFague, Super, Natural Christians; McFague, Life Abundant. 
133. Gebara, Longing for Running Water, 57. 
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Ecofeminist perspectives provide an altered way of thinking about the nature-
human-Divine relationship and what that relationship means in advocating for justice for 
the Earth and those who suffer. Instead of relying on traditional theological perspectives, 
they approach theological understanding with new language, new ways of understanding 
relationship, new ways discussing encountering the Divine, and new ways of 
synthesizing experience with theological outlooks. Ecofeminist and ecowomanist 
approaches, particularly the use of intersectional thinking, will be discussed more fully in 
the second chapter. 
Contextualization in Christian ethical development is not a new endeavor. Very 
clearly, since the turn of the 20th century, theologians and ethicists consulted with their 
social realities as a source for new methods and approaches to theology and ethics. 
However, engagement with contextualization at a very specific level is still somewhat 
lacking in theology and ethics. Despite liberation theology’s pursuit of praxis originating 
out of the lived experiences of people, case studies of individual communities are rarely 
used as a means of exploring what theology and ethics look like on the ground for people. 
Discussions of theological concepts still take place in the abstract. Even ecofeminist 
theological positions, which one would think might be more connected to experience, still 
lacks this exploration. The next section demonstrates where there are specific attempts 
for contextualization within ecological ethical consideration and the gaps that these 
approaches fail to cover. 
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Contextualization in Ecological Ethical Approaches 
While context has informed theological development more intentionally and self-
consciously over the past 150 years, the use of sociological analysis by theologians and 
ethicists to develop theological and ethical frameworks is a relatively new endeavor. 
Ethnography, a sub-discipline of qualitative research wherein a researcher observes, 
participates, and is immersed in a community of study, is a method that can provide 
insight into the everyday experiences of people, their beliefs, and the values they uphold. 
Using ethnography as a way of doing theology and ethics provides a perspective on the 
ground which can aid in making theological and ethical work in the academic world more 
accessible to everyday Christians. In their edited volume, Ethnography as Christian 
Theology and Ethics, Christian Scharen and Aana Marie Vigen make the case that “[k]ey 
sources of information and knowledge are not only those found online in texts, but in 
embodied lives of people and communities…what non-academics think, live, know, 
practice, do, and experience matters in a fundamental (not merely illustrative) way.”134 In 
particular, they emphasize that “…Christian ethicists have a duty to test what we claim 
normatively against what others live. For ethics to offer constructive insights and norms 
for shaping social relations and values, it has to demonstrate that it has first taken the 
complexity of reality and lived experience into account.”135 In order to develop Christian 
ecological ethical frameworks that matter to those living through the challenges of 
                                                        
134. Scharen and Vigen, Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, 67. Emphasis original. 
135. Scharen and Vigen, Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, 67. 
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ecological injustice, we must understand the context out of which people are shaping 
their values and beliefs.  
While Scharen and Vigen provide some example case studies of theologians and 
ethicists who have employed ethnography as a way of doing theology and ethics in their 
book, none of the examples explicitly grapple with the complex challenges present in 
situations of ecological injustice.136 Engaging with ethnography is needed for ecological 
ethics because of the complexity of the issues present, particularly in the cases of climate 
change, industrial pollution, and environmental racism. Understanding the affected 
communities, their resources, their understanding and engagement in their faith, and how 
they engage with the environmental challenges present can help shape a better 
understanding of the needed response developed through theological and ethical 
approaches. 
One advocate of incorporating contextualization into consideration for ecological 
ethics is Willis Jenkins. Jenkins recognizes that ethics are particularly challenging in 
today’s world because the human capacity for harming the Earth and others has grown 
exponentially over the past century. The challenges faced by people today are complex, 
                                                        
136. Scharen and Vigen, Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, 74. Scharen and Vigen 
close the first section of the book prior to the case studies by stating: “The ethical questions of our day 
demand that we leverage the very best information from all possible sources and to appreciate the complex 
degrees of interpretation happening within each one…Put even more bluntly if we want to write about 
AIDS prevention, end of life care, sexual ethics, economic ethics, bioethics, ecological ethics, democracy 
and capitalism, poverty, or the prison industrial complex, and produce work that speaks meaningfully to 
these situations, we have to work with all the pertinent data…Otherwise, why should anyone – in academia, 
public policy, or the larger society – listen to what we have to say?” 
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without clearly defined parties to take responsibility for the impacts of industrial and 
economic development.137 Jenkins feels that the strategies of ecological ethicists up until 
this point have been lacking in fully wrestling with the complexity of situations of 
ecological injustice as people are experiencing them on the ground. He finds that those 
academically engaging in ecological ethics are too focused on cosmological arguments 
for why Christians should care about the environment that they fail to provide useful 
means of action; in short, they are “long on critique, short on constructive possibility.”138  
As stated in the previous section, Jenkins is an advocate of a “bottom-up” 
approach to ecological ethics. Developing ecological ethics from a “top-down” approach, 
focusing on cosmological arguments in order to create frameworks for social action, 
takes too long for Jenkins because it requires a three step process: developing and 
communicating a new worldview that accounts for environmental concern, 
communicating that new worldview to practitioners who must then be invested enough to 
adopt it, and then finally be able to apply it concretely.139 Instead, an approach that comes 
from the practices already familiar to people does not have as many boundaries to 
engaging them in effective change. In describing his approach, which he calls “prophetic 
theological pragmatism”140, he states:  
                                                        
137. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 2. 
138. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 8. 
139. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 79. 
140. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 9. 
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I attempt to do ethics in the context of reform projects that are trying to 
make [other ecological ethicists’] moral inheritances support adaptive 
patterns of action. That means beginning from concrete problems and 
doing ethics with imperfect concepts and incompetent communities in 
anticipation that the work of responding to problems can fire the moral 
imagination, improve our concepts, and make communities more 
competent to meet their challenges.141 
 
Jenkins asserts that it is theological cultural knowledge and adaptability already present 
within communities which will enable them to survive and thrive through the challenges 
of massive environmental issues, like climate change. However, he also believes that it is 
necessary for theologians and ethicists to help frame and interpret the cultural practices to 
make them useful for affected communities. Like Scharen and Vigen, he shares the 
assertion that the social issues of today require ethics to take seriously the experiences of 
people as a source for developing ethical frameworks.  
 Jenkins moves through the development of his pragmatic ethical approach 
engaging environmental justice, eco-justice, and ecofeminist perspectives. He is 
especially fond of environmental justice approaches to using creative, context-driven 
strategies in developing realistic responses to environmental challenges. However, 
Jenkins is critical of the ways in which Christian and religious ecological ethicists have 
not engaged in this same sort of “on the ground” practice.142 Particularly, the eco-justice 
movement within Christian theology, while claiming to incorporate economic and 
                                                        
141. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 4. 
142. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 207. Jenkins states, “Within the field of religion and ecology, 
environmental justice projects may be overlooked because they seem too pragmatic and insufficiently 
cosmological. But interpreting them that way misses how grassroots movements work. 
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ecological concerns, often falls short of actually engaging what justice means for affected 
communities because they do not understand what true environmental racism looks like. 
“Until [eco-justice] sees and incorporates how communities use their religious and 
cultural inheritances to confront ecologies of racism, the field of religion and ecology 
colludes with white power.”143 It is necessary for ecological ethicists to learn from 
affected communities to develop effectively justice-oriented ethical frameworks. 
 Jenkins also lauds ecofeminist approaches to ecological ethics because they 
highlight the ways that women are unduly affected by environmental degradation, engage 
in theology from nontraditional starting points with new imagery connecting the human 
body with the earthly body, and pursue new ways of linking relationality with the world. 
The fault he finds with ecofeminist perspectives is that although they claim context as a 
starting point for their theological and ethical development, they tend toward making 
broad cosmological claims rather than engaging environmental issues as communities 
and women face them.144 There are, of course, caveats to this claim –  eco-womanist 
theologians, like Emilie Townes and Melanie L. Harris, go beyond both environmental 
justice and ecofeminist approaches to integrate faith and cultural tradition into the 
context-specific work that women of African descent engage to help their communities 
                                                        
143. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 207. 
144. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 198. 
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survive.145 Indigenous and some liberation theologians also present the same context-
specific analysis of environmental issues that effectively create programs for change 
within communities.146 Their approaches are more in line with what Jenkins is seeking 
for the majority of religion and ecology academics to engage – to be willing to learn from 
and develop out of the creative theological work that is already produced on the ground 
to answer some of the environmental problems that exist.147  
 I take issue with Jenkins’ claims for a pragmatic framework, however. While his 
book effectively communicates the need for a more contextualized approach to Christian 
ecological ethics, he does not adequately engage in his own suggestion in his research. 
For example, even though he is deeply appreciative of the work of the Environmental 
Justice Movement in creating grassroots efforts to address environmental hazards, he 
                                                        
145. See: Townes, Womanist Justice, Womanist Hope; Townes and Hopkins, Womanist Ethics 
and the Cultural Production of Evil; Melanie L. Harris, “Ecowomanism: Black Women, Religion, and the 
Environment,” Black Scholar 46, no. 3 (Fall 2016): 27–39; Williams, Sisters in the Wilderness; Kelly 
Brown Douglas, The Black Christ, The Bishop Henry McNeal Turner Studies in North American Black 
Religion ; Vol. 9 (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1994). 
146. American Indian liberation theologies specifically begin from a space-connected 
understanding of the divine found throughout nature and the natural world as extension of the self. See : 
George E. Tinker, Spirit and Resistance: Political Theology and American Indian Liberation (Minneapolis, 
MN: Fortress Press, 2004); George E. Tinker, American Indian Liberation: A Theology of Sovereignty 
(Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 2008); Vine Deloria and James Treat, For This Land: Writings on Religion 
in America (New York: Routledge, 1999). Consideration should also be given to the ways in which some 
Black liberation theologians have pointed out the ways that the Black church has been a central force in 
grassroots activism for the environment. See: Dianne D. Glave, “Black Environmental Liberation 
Theology,” in “To Love the Wind and the Rain”: African Americans and Environmental History, ed. 
Dianne D. Glave and Mark Stoll (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2006), 189–199; Mark 
Stoll, “Religion and Environmental Racism,” in “To Love the Wind and the Rain”: African Americans and 
Environmental History, ed. Dianne D. Glave and Mark Stoll (Pittsburgh, PA: University of Pittsburgh 
Press, 2006), 150–163. 
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himself does not employ a qualitative methodology to actually do his own contextual 
analysis of a particular issue and how a community has responded. He relies on second-
hand research to present two small case studies on Love Canal and Warren County, NC, 
but does not go so far as to actually engage in ethnographic research as a means to 
develop his ethical paradigm. In fact, his book ends with the suggestion of cultivating a 
sense of intergenerational love and forgiveness within churches as a way of dealing with 
the effects of climate change – that we must ask for forgiveness from future generations 
for the ways in which we have inadequately addressed environmental issues.148 Instead of 
focusing on ways to encourage Christians to bring about ecological and social change 
through a Christian ethical framework, he instead seems to give up on creating effective 
change to address the problem and asks for forgiveness instead. His argument falls short 
in describing how to access the context-specific potential for solution-making found 
within communities by not encouraging this type of action moving forward. 
Sociologists have utilized ethnographic research as a means of better 
understanding communities and their conditions for decades. Sociologist Robert Bullard 
is one of the most well-known advocates for environmental justice, particularly within 
black communities. His seminal work, Dumping in Dixie, employed sociological research 
methods to demonstrate how communities of color in the southern United States faced 
contamination and pollution from waste dumping and factories.149 Utilizing US census 
                                                        
148. Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 284. 
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data, EPA data, interviews, evaluations of grassroots environmental movements and other 
qualitative methods, Bullard brought together multiple layers of data points to paint a 
picture of injustice in communities located in Texas, West Virginia, Louisiana, and 
Alabama. For these communities, institutionalized discrimination, including economic, 
education, housing, and employment discrimination, all led to communities coping with 
after-effects industrial development in their regions, particularly negative impacts on 
human health. Waste sites, chemical manufacturing and storage, and unregulated air and 
water pollution from industries all contributed to degrading the environmental quality and 
harming the lives of people who lived in these communities. 
Bullard’s research highlights that it is out of the specific context in which people 
live that they find the means to respond to the challenges faced through environmental 
and economic oppression. In the communities he studied in Texas, Bullard found that 
even though many residents did not participate in environmental organizations, their 
affiliation with other voluntary associations, such as churches, service clubs, civic 
groups, and civil rights groups led them to support environmental justice activism.150 
Bullard also states that environmental decision-making is particularly challenging 
because it must take into consideration science, economics, politics, and ethics.151 
Pollution and environmental contamination often occur because these areas of thought, 
                                                        
150. Bullard, 90–91. Bullard states that a contributing factor to the involvement of these 
individuals may have been the multiple ways they were already involved in the community that led them to 
want to take action in fighting for environmental justice.  
151. Bullard, 139. 
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especially economics and environmental quality, are pitted against each other or because 
they are not understood well. Bullard’s research over the course of the past three decades 
continues to look at the ways in which communities of color who are facing the 
challenges of environmental justice have been able to build grassroots resistance to 
corporate and political practices that have left them vulnerable.152 He reflects on the on-
going environmental racism present in the aftermath of natural disasters, like Hurricane 
Katrina, as well as the brokenness of economic, regulatory, and aid-delivery systems for 
communities of color and the poor in response to industrial accidents, chemical 
contamination, unintended consequences of industrial production.  
 Bullard’s contributions provide an excellent avenue to understand environmental 
challenges and their many contributing factors as well as the importance of grassroots 
response to these challenges. But Bullard does not engage religion as an effective means 
for communicating ethical ideas related to environmental justice. While he does give 
credit to religious organizations, especially black churches, as serving as hubs for social 
cohesion from which grassroots movements can emerge, he does not engage with the 
                                                        
152. See: Robert D. Bullard, ed., Confronting Environmental Racism: Voices from the Grassroots 
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theological ideas shared within these organizations that make them effective at 
addressing environmental issues. Theology and ethics are left out of the conversation, 
which might be expected given that Bullard is a sociologist and not a theologian nor an 
ethicist. What his work lacks in engagement with ethical ideas, however, is 
overshadowed by his demonstration of systemic racism and economic oppression when it 
comes to environmental issues. In particular, with relevance to this dissertation, is 
Bullard’s use of the term, “economic blackmail.” “Poor people and poor communities are 
given a false choice between having, on the one hand, no jobs and no development, and, 
on the other hand, risky low-paying jobs and pollution. In reality, unemployment and 
poverty are also hazardous to one’s health.”153 The tensions created by pitting 
environmental concern with economic stability present short-term solutions to current 
problems (lack of employment and development) with devastating long-term 
consequences (harm to the environment and human health). Bullard also recognizes that 
waiting for governmental entities to create and enforce laws around environmental issues 
will not create the changes necessary to address immediate concerns within communities. 
“Laws, regulations, and executive orders are only as good as their enforcement.”154 
Communities of color and poor communities will continue to feel the effects of 
corporations who violate environmental laws and regulations without experiencing 
                                                        
153. Bullard, The Quest for Environmental Justice, 42. 
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penalties for those violations. The communities must then develop new and creative ways 
to push back against harmful actions. 
 Together, Jenkins and Bullard’s reflection on ethics and environmental justice 
provide a new way forward. While they independently emphasize the importance of 
knowing the affected communities and the people, as well as the resources those people 
bring to solving problems, each places emphasis in different areas. Jenkins is more 
focused on the development of an ethical framework built out of practice that will allow 
communities to respond to the complex challenges posed by environmental problems. 
Bullard is focused on naming the sources of the problems and learning from the members 
of the community as to the resources they possess to engage in environmental activism. 
By engaging in ethnographic study as a method for understanding the challenges and 
resources in a particular community as a way of engaging in the kind of contextualized, 
pragmatic ethical endeavor suggested by Jenkins, I propose that situations of eco-justice 
will be better addressed by Christian ecological ethics by naming the social, economic, 
political, and ecological tensions present, which will aid in helping people on the ground 
navigate through them to a more sustainable community. By looking at a specific 
community, it is possible to learn about the traditions, cultural expectations, theological 
perspectives, and values of the people that comprise it, which can inspire creative 
engagement of theological ethical perspectives that are familiar and easily understood for 
those communities. Much like middle axiom approaches to Christian ethics, learning 
about the context and creating an in-between principle that is informed by Christian 
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theology to address the particular issue at hand could result in a more useful approach to 
ethics. 
Conclusion 
 Context is important when considering ethical responses to ecological challenges. 
As described in this chapter, Christian social ethicists have incorporated context in their 
consideration of ethical responses for over a century. The methodology by which ethicists 
have engaged context shifted from expert opinion, found in Protestant Liberalism and 
Christian Realism, to the lived experience of those encountering oppression, found in 
theologies of liberation. Christian ecological ethics as a field developed out of a need to 
bring together Christian ethical ideas with the large-scale environmental problems 
plaguing the world today. Within Christian ecological ethics, eco-justice and ecofeminist 
perspectives are most effective in incorporating context as a starting point for ethical 
reflection. However, these perspectives still fall short in developing a framework that 
allows members of affected communities to engage in the development of ethical 
principles that may help guide them forward. 
In order to effectively formulate a framework that supports the marriage of 
ethnographic and Christian ethical approaches, I propose investigating the dialectical 
nature of environmental justice issues. To bring this dialectical nature into conversation 
with Christian theology and ethics, I demonstrate how dialectics have been used Christian 
theology, particularly in Lutheran theological approaches. I also describe the use of 
intersectional approaches in (eco)feminist and (eco)womanist theologies to define people 
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contextualized, multi-layered, relational beings. Examining dialectics and 
intersectionality as foundational for ethical reflection, particularly contextualized ethical 
reflection, will show how people in real life situations must navigate the many tensions 
that influence their decision-making processes, and how they can effectively recognize 
the tensions present and then effectively navigate through them. 
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CHAPTER 2: DIALECTICS AND INTERSECTIONALITY – LUTHERAN AND 
ECOFEMINIST ETHICAL APPROACHES 
 As demonstrated in the previous chapter, situations of eco-justice are complex 
with many factors playing a role in the decision-making process of people in affected 
communities. While it may be beneficial in some cases to look at particular aspects that 
shape the situation, such as understanding the underlying scientific effects of a pollutant 
or the impact of economic downturns in an area, the reality is that the various economic, 
social, religious, and environmental factors are all interconnected and influencing one 
another. At some points complementary and others at odds, a web of tensions form in 
which people’s identities become entangled. Navigating the dialectical tensions created 
among the several spheres of influence on one’s life can become overwhelming, 
especially regarding complex issues, such as those found in environmental degradation 
and climate change. What is needed is a way to express these tensions in such a way that 
promotes knowledge of the factors involved and the potential weight each carries. 
 In this chapter, I explore the use of dialectics in Christian theology primarily 
viewed through Lutheran approaches in dialogue with the intersectionality of 
(eco)feminist and (eco)womanist approaches. The intent is to demonstrate the values in 
identifying and understanding the tensions present in the everyday lives of people living 
in communities affected by ecological injustices. These tensions come to define the 
person as he/she stands in the sight of God, him/herself, humanity and the Earth. As 
people come to understand themselves as a relational beings, it is then possible for them 
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to develop an awareness of the local and global ethical ramifications of their choices. 
This awareness can then lead people to decisions that will bring about justice within their 
particular context. Rather than feeling powerless in circumstances of ecological injustice 
and their complexities, people within specific communities are able to develop ethical 
principles through identifying the intersecting identities they inhabit and coming together 
to share their experiences with one another. 
 The chapter begins with an analysis of Martin Luther’s use of dialectical concepts 
in his theological perspectives. Luther understands the individual to be placed in a 
constant push/pull between the Divine and earthly realms. By setting up antithetical pairs 
that inform and shape one another, such as the Letter and Spirit, Philosophy and 
Theology, and Freedom and Bondage, Luther describes the complexity and dynamism of 
Christian existence. By more fully understanding these factors and how they interact 
within the lives of individuals, people can come to a deeper realization of their 
relationship with the Divine and the world. In this section I also explore how modern 
Lutheran theologians, such as the Niebuhr brothers and Larry Rasmussen, embrace these 
dialectical perspectives in their own theological and ethical claims, advancing the 
distinctiveness of a Lutheran approach to understanding the God-human-world 
relationships. 
 Utilizing Luther’s dialectical theological positions, Caryn D. Riswold expands 
Luther’s concepts of coram relationships, as described by Lutheran theologian Gerhart 
Ebeling, to develop a theological anthropology. Riswold, in multiple articles on the 
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subject of the coram relationships, argues that Luther’s approach is similar to and can be 
used as a new way to think about feminist intersectional theory. I discuss Riswold’s 
theological anthropology and its potential for expansion and use as the basis for Christian 
ecological ethical framework. Intersectional theory is a cornerstone of Riswold’s 
argument. Because of this, I also explore the use of intersectional theory in feminist and 
womanist discourses as well as ecofeminist positions as a way to expand the notion of 
dialectical tensions beyond the dualistic descriptions found in Lutheran theology.  
 I then advocate that, in order to develop a contextual ecological ethical 
framework, people in affected communities must serve as guides and sources of 
information for the development of ethical principles. I expand and reinterpret Riswold’s 
use of coram relationships for an ecological ethical framework which specifically 
emphasizes the human relationship with the Earth. I then focus on the ethical model of 
middle axioms developed by Ronald H. Preston, which emphasizes the process and 
ambiguity in the development of ethical principles. I assert that this approach is useful for 
developing a dialectical contextualized Christian ecological ethical framework that can 
result in effective change in communities. Finally, I marry the notion of coram 
relationships with the middle axiom approach to develop a dialectical contextualized 
Christian ecological ethical framework and propose how it can be used in particular 
communities affected by ecological injustice. 
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Martin Luther’s Dialectical Contextual Theology 
Martin Luther was a contextual theologian. While all theologians are influenced 
by their contexts, whether consciously or unconsciously, Luther’s theology developed out 
of a specific time, place, and social and religious conditions. He was particularly 
concerned with the everyday experiences of Christians and their individual salvation. 
Luther’s theological positions, such as his understanding of justification by faith, the 
meaning of Lord’s Supper, the idea of the priesthood of all believers, and Christian 
vocation all developed through his interaction with the lived experiences of individuals 
within society as well as their connection with the Church. Luther thought people should 
have constant thought of themselves as in the sight of God and the world, which would 
then provide guidance on how they should act in society. 
Luther was not a systematic theologian building his theological claims in an 
organized manner. In fact, he categorically rejected the dominant theological approach of 
the time, Scholasticism, for relying too heavily on human-based philosophical 
interpretation.155 Instead, Luther emphasized a dual paradoxical nature of theology – 
reason and faith must be held in tension and not conflated with each other.156 They 
                                                        
155. Martin Luther, “Disputation Against Scholastic Theology, 1517,” in Luther’s Works, ed. 
Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, trans. Harold John Grimm, American ed., vol. 31 Career of 
the Reformer I (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1957), 5–16. Luther was trained in Scholastic 
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1970), 93. 
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inform each other, but at the same time maintain very distinct purposes for the individual. 
Many of his theological assertions developed out of his observations of the state of the 
world around him as well as his conflicts and correspondence with others.  
Most famously, one might turn to the 95 Theses as a foundational document for 
Luther’s theological positions. What must be remembered, however, is that the 95 
Theses, despite its depiction as the start of a theological battle within the Catholic 
Church, or even the start of the Reformation, was a document that was mainly concerned 
with people’s salvation.157 Luther’s penning of the 95 Theses was motivated by unjust 
actions toward those around him. Luther begins the 95 Theses with a call for repentance. 
158 In doing so, Luther called into question how the Church had twisted the words of 
Christ to meet their own ends rather than the will of God. By turning repentance into a 
monetary exchange through the selling of indulgences, those who sin put their faith into a 
human construct that does not guarantee their salvation. Instead, salvation should be 
understood as a free gift from God – something that one cannot earn through good works 
or, more importantly in the context of the 95 Theses, purchased in order to gain.159 
                                                        
157. Bernhard Lohse, Martin Luther’s Theology: Its Historical and Systematic Development 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1999), 101. 
 
158. Martin Luther, “Ninety-Five Theses or Disputation on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences 
(1517),” in Luther’s Works, ed. Helmut T. Lehmann and Jaroslav Jan Pelikan, trans. Harold John Grimm, 
American ed., vol. 31, Career of the Reformer I (St. Louis, MO: Concordia Publishing House, 1957), 25. 
159 Luther, “Ninety-Five Theses,” 29. In thesis 37, Luther states, “Any true Christian, whether 
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Luther was also a minister and a scholar. Before becoming the great reformer 
history would come to acknowledge, Luther had earned his Doctorate in Theology 
studying scripture and was a priest and Augustinian friar. Preaching and teaching were a 
part of Luther’s vocational calling – both professions requiring him to have a relationship 
with others. 160 His study was not just for the sake of his own learning, but to reach out to 
others through teaching and preaching. The lived experience of the individual was just as 
valuable as the academic study of scripture to inform theology because both provide 
varied and important perspectives for understanding the Divine nature.  
Luther was concerned with God and God’s realm as the focus for Christian life, 
but he was also acutely aware that Christians must continue to live their lives in the 
temporal realm.161 For Luther, Christian existence in the temporal realm is constantly 
challenged by the dynamic pull toward faith in God.162 In his commentary on Galatians, 
Luther describes the relationship between the Law and Gospel in the life of the Christian:  
Therefore the Christian is divided this way into two times. To the extent 
that he is flesh, he is under the Law; to the extent that he is spirit, he is 
under the Gospel…the time of the Law is not forever; but it has an end, 
which is Christ. But the time of grace is forever; for Christ, having died 
                                                        
160. Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 17. Ebeling asserts that Luther’s sense of 
vocational calling to teach and preach required him to speak out against those abuses created by the Church 
in the name of God. 
161. Eric W. Gritsch, Fortress Introduction to Lutheranism (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 
1994), 108. 
162. Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 148–49. Ebeling discusses the contrasting 
ideas of Gospel and Law that the Christian must negotiate between the divine and temporal realms as an 
example of this dialectical tension. 
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once for all, will never die again (Rom 6:9-10). He is eternal; therefore the 
time of grace is eternal also.163 
 
Luther separates the Law and Gospel as time-dependent influences on the life of the 
individual, but his notion of time goes beyond a historical, linear understanding of the life 
of the person. The Gospel is ever-present and eternal; the Gospel always governs over 
people’s spiritual lives. The Law, conversely, is temporary in that it has an end point, but 
still affects the decisions and actions of the person in the material world. He describes the 
Law as external to, but still having an effect on the body, and the Gospel as internal, 
driving the conscience of the person. The two are separated by Luther, but find their 
connecting point in the lived experience of the individual. He recognizes a connection 
and tension between life as people experience it in this world and the eternal realm of 
God. Christians do not take on dual and separate relationships with God and the world, 
but rather these relationships are unified and come to define who they are. Lutheran 
theologian Gerhard Ebeling, for example, highlights Luther’s accent on antithetical 
relationships and the way this approach shapes his understanding of the relationship of 
human beings with God, their neighbors, and the world around them.164 Ebeling argues 
that Luther, by holding antithetical concepts together (e.g., Letter and Spirit, Philosophy 
and Theology, Law and Gospel, Faith and Love, Freedom and Bondage), can more fully 
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express the dynamic nature of human existence.165 In these dialectical tensions, the 
elements that are Divine in origin (e.g., Spirit, Gospel, Faith, Freedom) reveal the proper 
way to interpret their antithetical counterpart in the temporal realm.166 Antithetical or 
dialectical ideas must be considered together, despite their conceived opposition to each 
other, to bring about a fuller understanding of the condition of human existence for the 
Christian as one who is simultaneously influenced by God and the world.167  
Luther’s knowledge of scripture strongly influenced his ideas of the Letter and the 
Spirit. He rejected the idea that one interpretation of scripture should stand to be the only 
interpretation of that scripture for all time. Instead, scripture is meant to be interpreted by 
people at different times because its meaning is not constant.168 Christians must 
continually engage and re-engage with scripture as it relates to the human condition. 
Luther studied the Bible and connected it to the ways Christians should live their lives. It 
is only by engaging with the scripture, and the rich history that comes with it, that one 
can begin to experience the Holy Spirit found within it. A dialectical reading of scripture 
                                                        
165. Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 148–49. Ebeling states that the 
development of Luther’s thought “is directly related to a contradictory situation brought about by the very 
fact of human existence, inseparable from it, and introducing profound difficulties into it. 
166. Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 142. 
167. Elizabeth Bettenhausen, “Faith Is a Matter of Experience,” Word & World 1, no. 3 (1981): 
270. Bettenhausen builds on Ebeling’s reflection of Luther’s call for the lived experience of the individual 
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that relies on the word of God but is also informed by the experience of the individual is 
apparent in Luther’s commentaries on the Bible. In his reflection on Psalm 119:125, “I 
am Thy servant; give me understanding that I may know Thy testimonies”, Luther states,  
“[The Psalmist] prays for understanding against the letter, because the 
spirit is understanding. But as the times increased, so also the letter and 
the spirit. For what sufficed them for understanding then is now the letter 
to us. For, as I said above, the letter is now with us in a more subtle form 
that it was formerly and this is because of progress. For, as I said, 
everyone who moves forward forgets what is behind him, which is for him 
the letter, and he reaches out to what is before him, which for him is the 
spirit. For always what is possessed is the letter in relations to what is to 
be acquired…”169  
 
The true meaning of scripture is ultimately unknowable because it lies with God, who is 
unfathomable within the human capacity for reason. That is why faith is needed: because 
God is so much more than what can be known. However, people still attempt to 
understand scripture because, without human inquisitiveness, the essence of the Divine 
cannot be revealed. The tension between what is known to us and unknowable through 
the realm of God presents a dynamic force that not only insists on faith of the individual 
but a pull toward better understanding of that which can be understood. 
Some of Luther’s most important theological positions in opposition to Church  
also expressed dialectical tensions which the Christian may encounter. Luther’s Sola 
Scriptura (by scripture alone) asserts that the interpretation of scripture by the individual 
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in a particular context is useful in getting to the divine meaning of the scripture. Sola 
Scriptura places the individual in conversation and engagement with the text as an 
important practice of faith.170 Filtering the text through the interpretation of others does 
not allow for the text and the Spirit to come together in a way that can truly speak to the 
person.171 The Spirit is within the Word, which becomes enmeshed with the human being 
who reads it. The dynamic force between the Divine and the human, a co-mingled 
creation of understanding and meaning, evolves from interaction with the Word.  
Perhaps one of the more ethically-based assertions that uses this 
antithetical/dialectical sentiment to express the dynamic nature found in human existence 
is in Luther’s notion of the freedom of a Christian. A Christian is understood to be truly 
free when s/he is in service to others.172 Christians are not bounded by the laws and 
requirements of a government if they are able to act in the service of others – following 
the Divine authority that is demonstrated through the life and death of Jesus Christ in 
service to the world. However, Luther is also aware that the “true Christian” cannot ever 
really exist because humanity is sinful and will not always act in the best interest of 
others. That is why, in his estimation, temporal authority through laws and government 
                                                        
170. Lohse, Martin Luther’s Theology, 188. Lohse states, “Scripture, faith and community thus 
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are needed, yet they stand in tension with Divine authority. Christians should strive 
toward obeying Divine authority completely, but are prone to failure. The lack of ability 
to completely comply with God’s will necessitates that there be an antithetical force 
found on Earth that keeps people in line. However, these temporal laws should not be 
confused with the eternal law found in God. 
While Lutheran theology has evolved over time and emphasizes different aspects 
of Luther’s positions, resulting in a multiplicity of churches that identify as “Lutheran,” 
the dialectical nature of his approach to theology has remained a constant for Lutheran 
theologians, ethicists, and the Church itself. Both H. Richard and Reinhold Niebuhr, as 
public theologians and social ethicists, emphasized the paradoxical nature of Lutheran 
theology for 20th century audiences. H. Richard Niebuhr, in Christ and Culture, one of 
his most popular theological works, describes five different ways in which Christians 
have related to their surrounding culture, both in history and in the present day. His 
example of “Christ and Culture in Paradox” is represented both by the apostle Paul and 
by Luther. H.R. Niebuhr refers to this position as “dualist,” causing the individual to view 
his or her place in the world as one in tension between the Divine and the worldly realms. 
While H.R. Niebuhr is critical of Luther’s use of this position – that he tends write stark 
contrasts between the godly and the earthly actions and intentions of human beings, 
which could lead to compartmentalization of a person’s notions of his or her spiritual and 
 
 
 
 
 
 
97 
temporal self173 - he acknowledges that, for Luther the dualism is in fact, unified in the 
Christian person. Rather than a complete dismissal of the cultural world, or a full 
insertion of God into culture, the paradoxical nature of Luther’s approach means that the 
life of the Christian in the world is necessary and also allows for the expression of and 
adherence to one’s faith in God. Niebuhr describes Luther’s perspective of the human as 
a “dynamic being”: “The drive to action, it seems comes from our God-given nature; its 
direction and spirit is a function of faith; its content comes from reason and culture.”174 
All of these factors come together in the Christian person, constantly informing and 
reforming each other.   
In Chapter One, I touched on Reinhold Niebuhr’s use of dialectics in establishing 
his political theology, especially in developing his approach to middle axioms. Niebuhr’s 
use of dialectics examines the conflict between individuals and society and whether 
Christian theological positions can or cannot be effectively communicated by either of 
these entities. In particular, he names the conflict between individual human ethical 
behavior and the ethical standards of societies as a whole, as discussed in Moral Man and 
Immoral Society. Niebuhr asserts that, while the ideal of Christian love is an important 
moral concept for the individual, its expression becomes less tenable at a societal level. 
Individuals are capable of expressing love toward one another, but never fully attain the 
                                                        
173. H. Richard Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 1st ed (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001), 
171. 
174. Niebuhr, Christ and Culture, 175–76. 
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level of Christian love exemplified through Christ because of their own egoism and self-
interest.175 The highest ethical ideal an individual can aspire to is unselfishness, and even 
this unselfishness is a challenge.176 Ultimately, self-interest leads to a will-to-power that 
creates injustice within society with certain groups holding more power than others. Fully 
expressing Christian love as a society is an impossibility. However, even if achieving 
Christian love at the societal level is not a complete possibility, it does not mean that 
aspects of love are not possible. Instead, Niebuhr’s focus shifts to justice, a form of 
Christian love that enables human beings to attempt to right the wrongs of social and 
personal sin.177 Niebuhr’s realist position seeks to bring together the ideals expressed in 
Christian thought with the lived realities of people in the quest for a society that seeks to 
be just. 
The use of dialectics is also present in Lutheran approaches to ecological ethics. 
Larry Rasmussen advances his notion of the need for an Earth ethic that emerges out of 
the Lutheran position of the theology of the cross in his book, Earth Community, Earth 
Ethics. Central to Rasmussen’s development of such an ethic is a distinct understanding 
                                                        
175. Reinhold Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society: A Study in Ethics and Politics, Second 
edition, Library of Theological Ethics (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox Press), 265–66. Niebuhr 
demonstrates that there is a tension inherent in the desire for morality as defined by Christian thought, “The 
paradox of the moral life consists in this: that the highest mutuality is achieved where mutual advantages 
are not consciously sought as the fruit of love. For love is purest where it desires no returns for itself; and it 
is most potent where it is purest…That is how the madness of religious morality, with its trans-social ideal, 
becomes the wisdom which achieves wholesome social consequences. For the same reason a purely 
prudential morality must be satisfied with something less than the best.” 
176. Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society, 257. 
177. Niebuhr, Moral Man and Immoral Society, 266. 
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of humans as part of the creation rather than separate from it, which he directly connects 
to Luther’s theology. Relying on the modern term of panentheism – understanding God 
as both immanent and transcendent at the same time – Rasmussen delivers his estimation 
of Luther’s cosmological vision. Rasmussen does not consider Luther a dualist in terms 
of a complete separation of the material and the spiritual realms. The separation between 
the material and the spiritual eventually would lead to human beings becoming detached 
from their surroundings and viewing it with less respect as more value was placed on the 
immaterial. Rasmussen asserts that Luther felt this way in his own writings: “It was a 
disastrous mistake to Platonize and Hellenize Christianity, Luther concludes, and affirm 
the split and dual realities of a corruptible body and a transcendent, immortal soul, 
thereby progressively falling out of love with Earth in the course of nurturing soul, mind, 
and reason.”178 By continuing to assert this separation, rather than a continuum of 
material and spiritual influences, human beings no longer saw the world as representing 
something sacred that possessed qualities of the Divine or could be used to access the 
Divine. Instead, Christians began placing more emphasis on the heavenly realm than on 
the current realm, leading to harmful consequences for the Earth. 
Luther’s panenthestic viewpoint is also expressed in his notion of finitum capax 
infiniti, the finite bearing or carrying the infinite, which Rasmussen also accesses for his 
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ecological theology.179 In his explanation of the sacrament of the eucharist and God’s 
presence within it, Luther expresses that God is present in all that is in earthly reality, but 
at the same time cannot be fully encapsulated by anything in the world: 
He has found the way whereby His own divine nature can be wholly and 
entirely in all creatures and in every single individual being, more deeply, 
more inwardly, more present than the creature is to itself, and yet on the 
other hand may and can be circumscribed nowhere and in no being, so that 
He actually embraces all things and is in all, but no one being 
circumscribes Him and is in Him. 180 
 
Luther’s description of the nature of God highlights the paradoxical nature of his 
theology. Finitude and infinity could not be further from each other, yet, they are held 
together in the tension of the reality that humans experience as created beings on Earth. 
Rasmussen goes on to state this more succinctly: “God is present to creation in creation.” 
(emphasis original)181  
Humanity is also a part of creation and the human task is to 1) locate their ability 
for self-love as created beings, 2) extend that love through their creatureliness, and 3) 
recognize the ways in which they must constantly balance their power of altering the 
                                                        
179. Rasmussen, 272. Rasmussen points to Bonhoeffer as one of the Lutheran theologians who 
emphasized finitum capax infinitum as a means for engaging in ethics, in contrast to Barth, who asserted 
that God was wholly other and unknowable by humanity. Bonhoeffer, based in Luther’s theology, asserted 
that God was a part of both nature and history, meaning that our interactions in this world are important and 
that the Church should be engaged in addressing social problems.  
180. Martin Luther, “That These Words of Christ, ‘This Is My Body,’ Etc., Still Stand Firm 
Against the Fanatics (1527),” in Luther’s Works, ed. Robert H. Fischer and Helmut T. Lehmann, American 
ed, vol. 37 Word and Sacrament III (St. Louis, MO: Fortress Press, 1961), 60. In this treatise, Luther 
defends his position that Christ is truly present in the Eucharist, but at the same time is much more than the 
Eucharist. 
181. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, 273. 
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Earth with recognizing their full potential as individuals. Luther celebrated that human 
beings had purpose in the world, that their actions are imbued with God’s self. “In 
short...Lutheran cross and resurrection theology asks us to find a God deep in the gifts we 
naturally possess or those we might develop as the exuberant creatures we are.”182 
Rasmussen sees human beings not as co-creators with God, but as “co-participants.” 
Humanity acts with God in and through their contexts. They negotiate their lived 
experience with an understanding of spiritual undergirding. Human beings cannot only 
possess a romantic notion of the Earth because they understand it to be connected to the 
Divine. They must seek justice for the Earth because they understand the importance of 
their connection with the surrounding ecosystem for the health of the planet and their 
connection with the Divine. Today, the Evangelical Lutheran Church in America asserts a 
similar sort of claim as one of its main slogans, “God’s work. Our hands.”183 From a 
Lutheran perspective, while the work done in this world does not contribute to 
justification, existence on Earth as one of God’s creatures still insists on the extension of 
God’s grace to others.  
Rasmussen is cognizant that his argument for a Lutheran-based Earth ethic is 
more cosmological in nature than it is practical. While he spends most of Earth 
                                                        
182. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, 293. 
183. Evangelical Lutheran Church in America, “‘God’s Work. Our Hands.’ Sunday,” ELCA.org, 
accessed August 25, 2018, http://www.elca.org/dayofservice. The church actually uses this slogan for a day 
of service, but clearly communicates the central Lutheran theological claim it represents: “…that all of life 
in Jesus Christ – every act of service, in every daily calling, in every corner of life – flows freely from a 
living, daring confidence in God’s grace.” 
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Community, Earth Ethics highlighting the challenges of environmental destruction and 
theological positions that may guide more sustainable action on the part of Christians, he 
is also aware that ideas without action do not matter in the face of crumbling ecosystems. 
Rasmussen is convinced that ecological justice solution making must come from the 
ground up. At the same time, he asserts that the way we go about coming to those 
solutions, the ethical standards we set, are temporary and context-specific, not eternal and 
universal.184 The processes of engaging communities in ethical thoughts and behaviors 
work best when people can understand direct applications to their lives and the problems 
they face. 
Luther’s perception of the human simultaneously engaged in the earthly realm 
and the heavenly realm defines the role of the human person in the Divine-human 
relationship.  A Christian is justified by God’s grace for salvation by the act of faith. No 
other works are required of the Christian except the acknowledgement of the reality of 
God’s presence in and beyond the knowable world. This perspective then allows for the 
individual to pass on the Divine gifts of justice and righteousness in the world through his 
or her actions toward the neighbor. Instead of a passive sense of righteousness that 
requires those who receive the gift of grace, God calls people to live their lives in ways 
that align with Divine eternal righteousness and justice. The Earth is not simply a 
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background for human action. All of creation, including humanity, is imbued with the 
Divine. This is not a form of idolatry but a recognition of the deep sacredness found 
within and between all creatures. It is found in the complex web of relationships that 
humans maintain between themselves and God, with themselves, with other people, and 
finally with the Earth.  
Coram: A Lutheran Feminist Approach to Relational Identity 
A theological bridge between Lutheran dialectics and a broader understanding of 
the complexity of identity discussed in feminism is Caryn D. Riswold’s argument for a 
Lutheran Feminist theological anthropology based in Luther’s coram relationships.185 
Coram is the Latin version of the German “vor,” or in English, “before.” However, it 
means much more than just being before or in the presence of another. Gerhard Ebeling 
discusses Luther’s use of coram relationships by stating that coram means to be “in the 
sight of” or “before the face of,” which is not just a spatial recognition of the location of 
the individual, but also a temporal recognition of one’s relationship with another leading 
to a mutual recognition of the other between the entities described.186 The coram 
relationships most frequently referred to throughout Luther’s writing are coram Deo and 
coram mundo. Generally, in terms of ethics, these terms are connected to the idea of 
                                                        
185. Caryn D. Riswold, “Coram Mundo: A Lutheran Feminist Theological Anthropology of 
Hope,” Dialog 48, no. 2 (June 1, 2009): 128. Riswold also relies heavily on Gerhard Ebeling’s antithetical 
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Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 199–200. 
186. Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 193–95. 
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righteousness – righteousness before God (alien or passive righteousness) and 
righteousness before the world (proper or active righteousness).187 Using Ebeling’s 
discussion of the coram relationships, Riswold points out that although many of Luther’s 
theological perspectives are presented in dualistic terms, the coram relationships are a 
four-part, interactive way of describing people’s relational identity.188  
First, people are coram Deo, in the sight or vision of God. Human beings act in 
the sight of God, in God’s presence in their everyday lives. God is the source of all 
relationships, and the human relationship with God is foundational to informing all other 
relationships.189 At the same time, people also act coram meipso, in the sight of their 
individual selves. This is the internal knowing that all people possess, but that no others 
can ever fully see or understand, except for God.190 They also are coram homnibus, in the 
sight of others. These are relationships with others that are mutually beneficial. Riswold 
                                                        
187. Else Marie Wiberg Pedersen, “Sermon on Two Kinds of Righteousness 1519,” in The 
Annotated Luther: Word and Faith, ed. Kirsi I. Stjerna, Hans J. Hillerbrand, and Timothy J. Wengert, vol. 2 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2015), 9–24. Luther describes passive righteousness to be “alien and 
infused from outside of oneself. This is the righteousness by which Christ is righteous and by which he 
justifies others through faith…”(13) Active righteousness, however, “…is our proper righteousness, not 
because we alone work it, but because we work with that first and alien righteousness. This is that manner 
of life spent profitably in good works, in the first place, in mortifying the flesh and crucifying the self-
centered desires…” (16) 
188. Riswold, “Coram Mundo,” 128. Riswold’s focus on the coram relationships extends beyond 
this article in other publications where she examines each relationship more in depth through a particularly 
feminist lens. See also: Caryn D. Riswold, Coram Deo: Human Life in the Vision of God (Eugene, OR: 
Wipf & Stock, 2006); Caryn D. Riswold, “Coram Meipso: Presence, Privilege, and Vocations in Feminist 
and Lutheran Languages,” Dialog: A Journal of Theology 49, no. 3 (Fall 2010): 201–8; Caryn D. Riswold, 
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and Politics,” Intersections 32 (2010): 36–41. 
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turns to Luther’s concept of the freedom of a Christian here – being freed through our 
service to the other, an expression of the love of Christ. People need to be in community 
with one another, and the best way to be in community is to be in service to one 
another.191 Finally, the Christian stands coram mundo, in the sight of the world. While the 
temporal world is often placed in contrast to the heavenly realm, Luther insists that God 
is also present in the world. This means that Christians should continue to engage the 
world – continue to learn, be involved, and recognize the complexity of the world in 
which they live.192 Each of these four relational identities are not separated from each 
other. They build upon each other and intertwine to form the human person. A person is 
at the same time claimed as one of God’s children, a self only known to themselves, a 
neighbor in service to others, and enmeshed in a complex world of human constructed 
systems and issues.  
Riswold’s focus is primarily on the effects of human knowledge of the self in 
relationship with God and the rest of the world. Her theological engagement is not 
focused on what this might mean for the rest of creation or for situations of ecological 
injustice. However, Riswold’s use of the coram relationships allows for interpretation 
beyond a human-centered endeavor to a creation-centered endeavor. In fact, in the 
concluding remarks of her dissertation focusing on the Divine human relationship, 
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Riswold acknowledges that there is a need for the support of an ethical framework that 
aligns with the theological anthropology she developed:  
If we are going to seriously engage a shift from speaking of human beings 
as subjects to speaking of persons as agents, then we lead directly into an 
ethical conversation. Living in the world is a real thing and has real 
consequences, and the Christian community deserves an adequate ethical 
framework for understanding this.193  
 
I propose that Riswold’s theological anthropology can be expanded for the purposes of an 
ecological ethic. Each of the four coram relationships can be reinterpreted in light of the 
panentheistic view advocated by Rasmussen. This expansion develops an eco-justice-
centered framework that addresses the tensions and complementarity present between 
each of the interlocking relationships and the role of the Christian in his or her context. 
Coram Deo 
The importance of one’s relationship with the Divine as the source of all cannot 
be overemphasized in a Lutheran approach to theology and ethics. As the creator, 
redeemer, and sustainer, God is literally the undergirding of all that is in and around the 
world. However, this dependence may lead to questioning about what the role of 
humanity is in these circumstances. Luther, in fact, was challenged by this knowledge of 
God’s all-encompassing power to the point of fear and anxiety about what the human 
purpose on Earth might be. As sinful creatures, what hope does humanity possess? If God 
is the source of all, does God then determine everything? A turning point came in 
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Luther’s new understanding of salvation through the notion of justification by faith alone. 
However, this led to more questions - If God provides grace freely through faith, what is 
the point of doing good works? What do human lives and actions reflect, what is their 
purpose, if God is the central focus of their lives? 
The coram Deo relationship then brings to mind questions of determinism and 
human purpose in the world. In his article grappling with Luther’s use of the necessity of 
the Divine in determining human action versus the notion of human free will, Knut 
Alfsvåg argues that Luther is capable of holding these two concepts together through 
understanding Luther’s position as a relational ontology. Alfsvåg asserts that through a 
relational ontology “the main characteristics of a phenomenon are determined by context 
and relation, and the concept of causality is replaced by the role of participation.”194 
Rather than understanding human beings as bound to predetermined actions in all aspects 
of their lives, they are instead seen as participators in a relationship with the Divine. 
Through this relationship, they are bound to God through faith and trust in God’s divine 
action and will, but as part of that relationship, God extends Divine righteousness to 
them, entrusting them to enact it in the finite realm. Alfsvåg goes on to note that “[t]he 
key to an adequate perception of the world is therefore to understand life as divine gift in 
a way that establishes the possibility of human creativity and independence.”195 This 
identifies another tension present in Luther’s theology – human beings are utterly 
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dependent on God but they are also independent in their actions toward each other and 
the finite world. They have the capability of doing both good and ill, but those who 
maintain their relationship with the Divine are more likely to extend good works into the 
world. 
 In terms of utilizing the coram Deo understanding for an eco-justice minded 
framework, emphasizing God’s simultaneous transcendence and immanence becomes 
important in this aspect of relationship. Holding a panentheistic view, in which God is not 
equated with creation, there is still a sense that the Divine is mediated through the created 
world. In this case, it appears that the ideas of coram Deo and coram mundo come closer 
together. A sacramental sense of nature provides one with the closeness of connection to 
the Divine, and therefore may spur action to protect and preserve it. Think of those who 
claim the majesty of nature as their cathedral, such as the preservationist, John Muir.196 
Many people identify their interactions with nature – from viewing sunset at the Grand 
Canyon to sitting by a stream – as a way of encountering God. But what does this 
relationship mean to us? Why are we drawn to find God in the beauty of nature? Our 
relationship, our participation with God is circumscribed by our context, so we cannot 
only be awed by the divine presence we feel. We must also take on the righteousness and 
justice endowed to us in recognizing our connectedness with the rest of creation. 
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Coram Meipso 
 Probably the most challenging of the coram relationships to articulate is one’s 
relationship with him or herself. Indeed, knowledge of the self is limited to what we 
know about ourselves internally and ultimately what God knows about us. It is also 
dangerous because focusing too much on the self can lead to egoism. Luther mostly 
discussed the self in relation to God rather than the self in relation to self because of the 
tendency toward egoism in the latter.197 But as times have changed, understanding the 
self has become more important in conversations about theology, especially with regards 
to experience. As already stated, Luther believed that the experience of the individual in 
the world was important for theology. However, experience is a tricky thing to define 
especially because of the internal filters and histories people carry with them that further 
contextualize situations.  
 In her article, “Faith is a Matter of Experience,” Elizabeth Bettenhausen asserts 
that modern theological endeavors can learn from Luther’s approach to theology in 
valuing contextualized human experience. Bettenhausen emphasizes that experience in 
the West has come to be understood to be a purely cognitive endeavor.198 This 
perspective asserts that experience can only be understood internally in the mind’s eye as 
a thought process instead of incorporating the embodied lived reality of the individual in 
community. As this emphasis on mental processing took hold as the norm in society, it 
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also became the norm for religious thought to become privatized.199 By privatizing 
religious thought, people leave out important factors that shape the human experience as 
a whole and therefore have an impact on how they understand themselves, others, and 
God. However, in the latter half of the 20th century, a new emphasis within theology 
focused with the experiences of people; forms of theologies of liberation pushed back 
against the universalized, generalized norms for theological expression. 200 These new 
approaches sought to incorporate embodied histories, traditions, memories, and practices 
that moved beyond the definition of experience as a cognitive act.  
Bettenhausen connects the theological assertions present within theologies of 
liberation with Luther’s understanding of justification by faith. Luther’s statement that 
“[o]ne becomes a theologian through life, and even through death and through the 
experience of damnation, and not through understanding, reading or speculation”201 fits 
with Bettenhausen’s argument for an experiential understanding of faith. The experiences 
                                                        
199. Bettenhausen, “Faith Is a Matter of Experience,” 267. Bettenhausen quotes Rosemary 
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201. Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 200. “Vivendo, immo moriendo et damnado 
fit theologus, non intelligendo, legend aut speculando.” Martin Luther, “Psalmus Quintus,” in D. Martin 
Luthers Werke: Kritische Gesammtausgabe, vol. 5 Operationes in Psalmos, 1519-1521 (Weimar: Hermann 
Böhlaus, 1892), 163.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
111 
Luther highlights as necessary for becoming a theologian are all very personal: life, 
death, and even damnation. He emphasizes that it is the very act of living in tension 
between a life before God and a life in the world that constitutes experience.202 That 
experience is an act of faith. Understanding the self is a messy process that has no one 
true clear path. All experiences, whether positive or negative in the sight of God, develop 
the “person-ness” of the individual and his or her understanding of the Divine.  
 Riswold’s approach to coram meipso builds on this understanding of experience 
and the self through a feminist lens. She asserts that an examination of the self with 
regards to privilege and oppression is important for how Christians understand 
themselves to be in the world in order to seek out a sense of vocation that aligns with 
their true sense of self.203 This means that people must be willing to acknowledge the 
unearned but experienced privileges they might possess in society as well as recognize 
the ways in which their humanity is oppressed by systems. Through recognizing these 
“interlocking”204 axes of oppression, one can better act coram hominbus, in the interest 
and benefit of others. However, this mode of understanding is challenging because so 
much privilege is accepted and unnamed within society that it becomes difficult for 
people to truly see for themselves. It is also difficult to help people understand how these 
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facets of privilege and oppression can be linked within the experience of one individual. 
Most people crave certainty, an “either/or” choice. Riswold’s approach instead is more 
dialectic in nature, building upon Luther’s concept of simul Justus et peccator 
(simultaneously sinner and saint).205 One’s own conception of the self is in tension as 
both privileged in some ways and oppressed in others. This tension then drives us 
forward in our other relationships, helping us to see ourselves as dynamic actors who 
inherently play different roles in different contexts. In reflecting on the notion of 
justification as a parallel to the notion of the self and privilege, Riswold makes an 
interesting claim, “Grace and privilege are gifts with mixed obligations. In the midst of 
both we are called to act on behalf of God and others.”206 The human relationship with 
the self is intertwined, just like the relationship with the Divine, with other relationships. 
 Coram meipso, then, encourages us to be in relationship with our true inner 
selves. In one way, advocating for this position encourages people to think about how 
they present themselves to others, which may not agree with what they experience 
internally. While one might hope that these two “selves” would align, many times people 
project one persona while holding on to another internally. People must come to terms 
with allowing their experiences of privilege and oppression, as well as their physical, 
historical, aesthetic experiences can come to frame their faith and actions in the world. 
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 In an eco-justice-minded framework, coram meipso requires people to experience 
life as an interconnected, interdependent part of creation. Human beings are deeply, to a 
molecular level, connected to the rest of the world around us. Humans are not only 
minds, but bodies that experience sensations in the surrounding world, even those which 
are indescribable. This deep notion of the self as an interconnected being beyond just the 
human physical form helps define relationships with others and otherkind. Knowledge of 
human power to shape, and in some cases, destroy, the surrounding world around can 
assist in quelling destructive tendencies. Understanding humanity to be neighbors, 
stewards, or even co-participants with God in securing justice and righteousness as well 
as careful tending to ensure the flourishing of the world motivates change. Instead of 
asserting a privileged position in which humanity is viewed to be the apex of creation, 
people must come to realize that it is humanity that is the most dependent of all Earth’s 
creatures, and act accordingly.207  
Coram Hominibus 
 People’s relationships with others are most closely associated with morality or 
ethics. Relationships with others are a necessary part of human life – human beings are 
social creatures, after all. Living in community with others has both its benefits and 
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downfalls, however. For Luther, there were three estates through which individuals 
interacted with each other: in the home, through a shared economy, and through the 
government.208 These estates interacted with each other and were all valued the same – 
one can be a parent, a merchant, and a citizen at the same time and each of these 
identities is grounded in the reality of the Divine. Each identity plays a specific role in the 
development of the person, but each is necessary for full personhood. It must be stated, 
however, that all of Luther’s conceptions of these particular relationships were rather 
hierarchical, with one or a few in positions power and the rest being obedient to those 
who held that power.209 However, as stated in Luther’s treatise on the Freedom of a 
Christian, every Christian person is subject to all others. Helping a neighbor is the 
enactment of the extension of righteousness and grace from the Divine. In a Palm Sunday 
sermon entitled “Christ an Example of Love,” Luther states: 
Divine bearing and attitude are in evidence when one manifests in word 
and deed that which pertains peculiarly to God and suggests divinity. 
Accordingly, "the form of a servant" implies the assumption of the attitude 
and bearing of a servant in relation to others.210  
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full justice to your calling and there is no need of asking to be pardoned for negligence, dissatisfaction, or 
impotence.” 
209. Some examples would be that a parent is hierarchically above a child in the home; a 
government official is above a regular citizen in the social realm. 
210 Martin Luther, “Palm Sunday, Philippians 2:5-11, ‘Christ an Example of Love,’” in Sermons 
of Martin Luther: The Church Postils, ed. John Nicholas Lenker, vol. 7 (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Books, 
1995), 171. 
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Here we see a connection between the three coram relationships already encountered in 
an intertwined fashion. Coram Deo and coram meipso are a part of the first reflection on 
Divine bearing and attitude – one’s awareness of both guides what is manifested in 
service to the other. In reflecting on Luther’s understanding of justification, Catholic 
scholar John Wicks asserts that instead of one’s sense of faith driving the individual to an 
other-worldly focus, “the experience of conversion to Christ’s salvation does lead, 
according to Luther, to a movement of descent into the world and society to meet human 
needs.”211 Christians are called to recognize and serve the needs of others to ensure that 
they are able to benefit physically, spiritually, and emotionally. 
 Riswold’s deeper reflection on coram hominibus highlights the importance of a 
sense of vocation through trying to better the other. To contextualize this notion in her 
own life, as a person in a position of power in higher education as a professor, she has a 
responsibility to her students to “annoy” them with their rights.212 In particular, she 
reflects on a personal anecdote about reminding students to register to vote, as it is an 
action that benefits the wider community. One student objected, citing that because she 
did not understand all of the issues she was afraid she would make the wrong choice. The 
student later commented that the professor should not “annoy” students with what she 
                                                        
211. Jared Wicks, “Justification and Faith in Luther’s Theology,” Theological Studies 44, no. 1 
(March 1, 1983): 26. 
212. Riswold, “‘Annoying the Student with Her Rights:’ Human Life Coram Hominibus; 
Reflections on Vocation, Hope, and Politics,” 37. 
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understood to be a personal decision. Riswold uses this example because it connects both 
helping an individual student understand something that is beneficial to her as well as 
how the particular action of voting can be helpful to the community at large. Even though 
at least one of her students objected to her actions, she holds on to the fact that sometimes 
we must be slightly “annoying” in the sight of others if the advice or help we are giving 
ultimately benefits them. She tempers this notion, however, with the reminder that those 
in positions of power or privilege must approach such topics with humility, attempting to 
encourage people rather than destroy their beliefs or worldview.213 
 Coram hominibus is how people recognize and enact their love of neighbor by 
identifying what will benefit them. It is an extension faith. Because it is not possible for 
one’s faith on its own to benefit another – that is something each individual must come to 
on his or her own – good works toward the other are an expression of that faith. Luther 
describes the relationship of faith and works in this way, “Idle faith is not justifying faith. 
In this terse manner Paul presents the whole life of a Christian. Inwardly it consists in 
faith towards God, outwardly in love towards our fellow-men.”214 Indeed, to be a 
Christian and not act in faith is to not meet the requirements of that faith. Love and good 
works constitute the ethical ideals of what a Christian is to be and do in this world.  
                                                        
213. Riswold, "Annoying the Student with Her Rights," 40–41. 
214 Martin Luther, “Commentary on the Epistle to the Galatians,” trans. Theodore Graebner, 
Project Gutenberg, last modified December 1998, accessed October 26, 2018, 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/1549/1549-h/1549-h.htm. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
117 
Central to its meaning for today, as Riswold asserts, coram hominibus is a 
mutually beneficial way of relating to each other.215 It asserts hope over fear because it 
advocates for caring, understanding relationships that help people connect and serve each 
other instead of feeling challenged or in competition. In an eco-justice ethical framework, 
the need for mutual understanding, respect, and benefit penetrates all levels of 
relationship. Human beings are connected through the ways they interact with each other 
interpersonally, but they are also connected to each other in how they interact with the 
world around them.  
 In order for coram hominibus to be effective for an eco-justice framework, the 
concept of “neighbor” does not necessarily connote a close physical location. Often,  
neighbors are defined as those whom we see on a regular basis, those who are closest to 
us, or those we interact with in our daily lives. However, for an eco-justice framework, 
the scope “neighborhood” is much larger than the immediate location in which people 
reside. Environmental problems are rarely confined by human understandings of 
boundaries. People residing on the other side of the planet feel the effects of pollution and 
improper waste management originating from the United States. Weather patterns and 
changes in temperature affect entire global regions. Limiting the definition of neighbors 
to those in closest proximity misunderstands the current context of the world and 
problems the global community must engage together.  
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118 
In being service to others, people most also express humility. People cannot know 
how best to serve others without consulting them about what they truly need with regard 
to their context. To be in service to another does not mean forcing a particular vision on 
them. It means meeting them where they are, understanding their circumstances, and 
helping them with the resources available. In the context of the 21st century, this may 
mean direct action in providing aid, or food, or shelter, or it may mean challenging the 
larger social structures that allow injustice to occur. While it is important for individuals 
to see themselves in the sight of themselves (coram meipso), they must also respect how 
others see themselves and their experiences of privilege and oppression. Through 
employing a deep understanding of those in need, people can extend the righteousness of 
God to them. 
Coram Mundo 
 Perhaps the most important consideration for an eco-justice ethic is the idea of 
coram mundo – that humanity stands in the sight of the world. In Ebeling’s assessment, 
there is only a slight difference between coram mundo and coram hominibus; but 
nevertheless there is a difference between the two. The latter is more focused on the 
interpersonal relationships with other human beings, while the former is a way of 
understanding of humanity’s relationship with the physical reality of the world and its 
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structures.216 Riswold’s definition of coram mundo is that it is the location where all of 
the complex issues covered by the other three coram relationships take place.217 For 
Riswold, an emphasis on coram mundo necessitates an intersectional approach. The 
world is the location of all human relationships and influences how and who people 
become as individuals just as much as the other relational identities. It is through 
knowledge of the self as living in multiple spheres of influence that people come to better 
understand the complex issues present in the world and offers opportunity of hope instead 
of fear. By being able to name the sources of oppression and privilege within those 
intersections of influence, people, particularly women, can challenge the complex global 
systems that exist.218 However, while much of Riswold’s writing on coram relationships 
suggests that context and experience definitely play a role in one’s determination of 
coram mundo, there is no mention specifically of how to incorporate the community of 
the Earth in complex consideration.  
For the purposes of an eco-justice framework, coram mundo must also 
incorporate the rest of God’s creation in relationship to the self. The natural world, of 
which we are a part, is not just a backdrop for human action. It is a part of the action. It is 
                                                        
216. Ebeling, Luther: An Introduction to His Thought, 199. Ebeling states that coram hominibus 
and coram mundo are almost identical, but that there is a slight difference that divides them. Ebeling’s 
somewhat murky – his assertion of the four types of relationship breaks down into two again (coram Deo, 
coram mundo). It is Riswold’s analysis that moves these ideas forward. 
217. Riswold, “Coram Mundo,” 130. 
218 Riswold, "Coram Mundo," 132–33. 
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mixed up in the complex forms of human interaction– everything from the local habitat 
we live in, the natural resources we use, to the air we breathe connects us to the wider 
world. Therefore, to stand in the sight of the world is to understand that human beings are 
a part of a complex matrix of interaction between human and non-human, living and non-
living entities that all mutually influence one another in either natural or human-created 
systems. 
The human relationship with the surrounding world is easily overlooked until it 
becomes perilous. Humanity takes advantage of the natural resources available from the 
Earth and exploit them until resources become so depleted or biospheres so degraded that 
they can no longer function the way they once did. Luther’s pre-modern scientific 
theological positions posited that God was the source of all, and therefore God’s creation 
must reflect the Divine Creator. Human ability to impact the Earth on a large scale was 
not known in Luther’s time, at least not to the scale that humanity impacts it with today’s 
technologies. As humanity’s ability to understand the world around us has grown, 
however, our respect for it has lessened.219 Human beings’ humility toward the awesome 
power of nature diminished as they discovered new ways to harness that power for their 
own use. No longer seen as a creation or extension of the Divine, it became a stagnant 
                                                        
219. See: Merchant, The Death of Nature. Merchant argues that because of the advent of the 
Scientific Revolution, the Earth became valued only for its utilitarian purposes rather than possessing any 
sort of inherent value. An ecofeminist, she ties the creation of new socioeconomic systems centered around 
technology to the domination of women and the Earth. 
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backdrop that allowed for human activity and productivity, losing its loving, mutual 
relational status with human beings.220  
 Coram mundo takes on an even more compelling argument for ecological justice 
when Rasmussen’s assertion of Luther’s panentheism is included.221 If God is “in, 
through, and under” all things while simultaneously different from all, there must be 
value in the Earth above that which human beings place on it for their uses. This 
sacramental understanding of the world where the finite bears the infinite should drive 
Christians to consider themselves both coram mundo and coram Deo at all times. If 
human beings stand in the sight of the world and in the sight of God as well as in the 
sight of a world infused with God’s presence, then should we not also carry a certain 
reverence for our surroundings? Even more than that, if we are called to extend God’s 
righteousness to our human neighbors, what is stopping us from extending this same 
concept of righteousness and justice to the world that supports and sustains our lives? A 
deeper understanding of the self in sight of the world is necessary for ecological justice to 
become a factor of influence on people’s lives. Luther’s theological perspective provides 
one such way for this connection to be made in a theological manner. 
                                                        
220. See: Wirzba, From Nature to Creation, 3. Wirzba’s assertion is that language is important in 
our thinking about the human-Earth-divine relationship. He states, “the way we name and narrate the world 
determines how we are going to live within it” (18). By using the term “creation” rather than “nature” to 
describe the world around us and of which we are a part, we imbue it with a sense of the divine and a 
relational identity with both God and ourselves as created beings. Extension of Christian love toward 
creation then appears as a greater possibility because we are in relationship with it.  
221. Rasmussen, Earth Community, Earth Ethics, 239. 
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 Both coram mundo and coram Deo are all-encompassing. Additionally, all of the 
coram relationships are intimately intertwined in complex webs of dependence and 
support that shape the human person as well as his or her meaning and decision-making 
processes. While in some cases all of these factors may align creating an easy 
discernment of what the proper action for any given circumstance might be, the reality is 
that consideration of all of these factors tends toward complex deliberation influenced by 
people’s contexts and histories. Utilizing the four coram relationships creates a starting 
point to engage the complexity and tensions that arise in situations of eco-justice. They 
are not proscriptive in how or what is the best way to approach a problem, but they give a 
mental framework for people to consider what it means to be a Christian living in a 
community affected by environmental problems. This framework encourages people to 
reconcile and navigate through the multitude of relational identities they share with God, 
themselves, others, and the world. In particular it emphasizes that these relationships are 
not compartmentalized into individual spheres of consideration, but are intertwined with 
one another. 
Coram Relationships and Intersectionality 
 Riswold makes the case that Luther’s coram relationships lend themselves well to 
an intersectional understanding of the individual that can be applied to the 21st century in 
order to address the complexity of the world’s issues today.222 In order to fully 
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understand her argument for an intersectional approach, this section discusses the 
development of intersectionality as a concept and methodology in feminism to 
incorporate lived experience as foundational in addressing oppression. I then connect 
ecofeminist approaches as similar to, but not the same as, intersectionality, through their 
emphasis on the multiple levels of oppression experienced by women in light of 
ecological injustice.  
Feminist scholars, particularly feminist scholars of color, emphasize the concept 
of intersectionality as a means to understanding the human person and the forces of 
oppression she faces as a multilayered and faceted interconnection of identity. Law 
scholar, Kimberlé Crenshaw, first developed the idea of intersectionality to address the 
gaps she observed in the legal system as it applied to black women. Crenshaw argued that 
black women’s identities are multidimensional, meaning that they cannot fit into the 
“single-axis thinking” that plagues much of the literature on employment 
discrimination.223 While black women may be categorized into two groups of people that 
experience discrimination (black and women), their experiences are frequently 
overshadowed by those who are the dominant forces within the discriminated group 
(black men and white women, respectively). Crenshaw argues that the experience of 
black women cannot be adequately expressed by feminist or civil rights groups because 
they “have treated Black women in ways that deny both the unique compoundedness of 
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their situation and the centrality of their experiences to the larger classes of women and 
Blacks.”224  Crenshaw develops the framework of intersectionality that challenges the 
traditional feminist and black liberation movements to re-center their focus away from 
conventional categories of causes of oppression (e.g. gender and race) to “the life chances 
and life situations of people who should be cared about without regard to the source of 
their difficulties.”225 This approach is bottom-up rather than top-down, challenging social 
categories that are limit people to a single identity. Instead, her approach emphasizes 
meeting people where they are and through what they experience. It expands 
understanding from one essentialized category or axis to consider the ways that multiple 
categories of identity can compound and influence the way individuals perceive 
themselves as well as the way society perceives them. At its core, Crenshaw and others 
state that intersectionality is a “heuristic term to focus attention on the vexed dynamics of 
difference and the solidarities of sameness.”226 Scholars who employ this method of 
study recognize the dynamic tensions that exist within the lived realities of a person’s 
life. The benefit of acknowledging the dynamic tensions of experience is that it allows 
people to identify their points of difference and sameness with others and use this 
knowledge to help them in creating change. 
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 Ecofeminist scholars similarly use the notion of a complex set of identities to help 
define the human person in relationship with the world around them. In the case of 
ecofeminism, the complicating factors of gender, location, economic status, and race are 
intertwined with the effects of environmental degradation.227 Women are more likely to 
feel the effects of environmental injustice given the roles they play in their families and 
communities. Women are more likely to experience the negative consequences of 
environmental degradation than men with women of color and impoverished women 
more likely to experience those negative effects than white or wealthy women. Women 
living in nations in the Global South disproportionality experience environmental 
hardships that are created by pollution or effects of climate change that originate from 
developed nations.228 The undue burden placed on women’s work and lives because of 
economic and ecological uncertainty creates a situation of injustice that affects humanity 
and the Earth.  
A. E. Kings, in an article discussing the use of intersectional methods in 
ecofeminism, points out that ecofeminists engaged a worldview and method similar to 
what Crenshaw would describe as intersectionality. Kings states: 
While the explicit use of the term intersectionality originated in the late 
1980s and early 1990s, it is an insufficiently acknowledged fact that 
ecofeminists have been ‘doing intersectionality’ for many years before 
                                                        
227 Ruether, Integrating Ecofeminism, 91. 
228. Ruether, 1–38. Ruether presents a historical, environmental, and economic account for the 
ways that global markets and global environmental issues have disproportionately affected women through 
poverty, environmental destruction, war, industrial agricultural practices, and messianic nationalism in the 
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Crenshaw first explicitly defined it in 1989. Ecological feminism or 
ecofeminism is an area of academic study concerned with understanding 
the interconnected relationship between the domination of women and 
the domination of nature.229 
 
Kings is clear that although ecofeminists have approached ecological issues with tools 
that look like intersectionality for the past 30-40 years, they did not necessarily think 
about it in the same way that it has been employed today.230 However, the combination of 
the approaches yields an ecofeminism that “builds upon this foundation [of 
intersectionality] by further postulating that the ‘freedom’ of humanity is not only reliant 
on the freedom of nature and women, but it is also reliant on the achievement of 
liberation for all those at intersecting points along these fault lines.”231 Ecofeminism is 
not only about connecting the oppression of women and nature, but about ensuring 
freedom and justice for all people and the Earth. Intersectional ecofeminism asserts that 
oppression must be eliminated, but that specific contexts and experiences must be 
considered in order for justice to be realized. 
 Ecofeminism also challenges the social constructions that dictate individual and 
group worldviews, particularly in rejecting the dualistic conceptions of mind or 
intelligence over body or matter as projected by a Cartesian world view.232 In breaking 
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down dualisms, ecofeminists strive to reconfigure power relations and eliminate 
hierarchical thinking. An intersectional approach advocates for women and oppressed 
people’s voices to be heard so that systemic changes can be made. If those who are 
affected are only viewed in one light – as a woman, as Latina or black, as poor – the 
complexity of the actual reality they face is lost and attempts to adequately address the 
challenges will not be successful.233 The single axis thinking that Crenshaw discusses 
means that people are only perceived as one thing and that categories themselves can 
only be one thing. But in reality, in order for proper justice to be ensured, the categories 
that conscript individual existence in the larger society must be broken down to address 
the lived realities of each person. Drawing attention to the need for contextualization, 
Emilie Townes states that “justice…is more than giving to each what is due or treating all 
cases equally. It requires attention to our diversities, particularly to those most 
marginalized.”234 Intersectional approaches identify the many layers of experience that 
come to define the individual person as multivalent and complex, but at the same time 
also underscores aspects of individual identity that can be connected to and with other’s 
struggles. One of the points of intersectionality is that through identifying the multiplicity 
of identities within the self a better understanding of the structures of oppression present 
within the wider community can be identified and addressed. 
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 While not all ecofeminists are theologians or come from a theological standpoint, 
those who do also have a distinct sense of the Divine as an immanent reality within the 
world.235 Theological ecofeminists, in seeking a holistic understanding of the world, 
emphasize the importance of rejecting patriarchal structures including the use of male-
gendered language for God. By defining God as male, a system of hierarchy emerges in 
which men are perceived as dominant over women because they are more closely 
associated with the Divine image. According to Rosemary Radford Ruether, “A symbolic 
hierarchy is set up: God-male-female. Women no longer stand in direct relation to God; 
they are connected to God secondarily, through the male.”236 Ruether’s groundbreaking 
work in Sexism and God-Talk foreshadowed her ecofeminist theological approach by 
asserting that using male-centered language for God further entrenched patriarchal 
systems, including how women and the Earth experience degradation and oppression 
because they are seen as “less than.” Ruether calls for complete shifts in global economic 
systems to more local and sustainable practices, which will eliminate much of the poverty 
women unduly experience, abolishing the hegemony of transnational corporations in her 
later work.237 While Ruether’s complex analysis of biblical, economic, ecological, 
                                                        
235. Perspectives on the immanence of the divine vary between ecofeminist scholars. Most 
acknowledge at least a panentheist view of the divine while others assert that the divine nature is 
completely expressed through nature and the world, rejecting any idea of transcendence. Because of a 
strong sense that a holistic worldview is necessary to garner an appreciation for the Earth and the fact that a 
transcendent “other” divine being is strongly tied to patriarchal systems that dominate Western religious 
traditions. 
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political, and historical facts calls for a major shift in economic markets and human 
relationships, she fails to address particular circumstances in a way that provides practical 
modes of action in one’s lived experience. 
Sallie McFague’s use of metaphor in describing the Earth as the Body of God 
opens up the possibility of identifying the Divine with the world around us in a way that 
is and both is not encompassing of the reality of the Divine.238 McFague is also a 
panentheist, arguing that God can be understood as both immanent and transcendent In 
fact, Rasmussen cites McFague when he makes the case for a panentheistic Lutheran 
approach to ecological theology. In her books discussing the need for theologically 
informed ethical approaches to ecological and economic issues, McFague targets a 
specific audience - white, middle-class North American Protestants. In doing so, she 
approaches ecological and economic issues from the perspective of those with which she 
most closely identifies and whom she believes are people who often allow ecologically 
harmful practices to continue because they do not feel a direct consequence immediately. 
By focusing on this subgroup of global citizens, McFague is able to contextualize some 
of the issues of climate change to reach her audience. “The thesis of [Life Abundant] is 
that we North American middle-class Christians need to live differently in order to love 
nature, and to live differently we need to think differently – especially about ourselves 
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and who we are in the scheme of things.”239 While targeting this audience is especially 
helpful in creating a case for a class of people who generally tend to be indifferent about 
their impact on the Earth, like Ruether’s approach, McFague calls for a complete shift in 
worldview and global marketplaces in order to have the greatest influence on a 
sustainable future.  
I appreciate and applaud McFague’s “A Manifesto to North American Middle 
Class Christians,” added as an appendix to Life Abundant, setting the “house rules” for 
living on and in God’s house (the “eco” found both in ecology and economics), but I find 
her call to action lacking substance. Her approach is eco-justice minded, focusing on the 
facts that we have lost sight of the definition of abundance as “enoughness” and what that 
has come to mean in American societies – generally overabundance. She also focuses on 
the fact that people in the socio-economic position to create change in economic 
structures to help others often fail to do so. However, people have multiple factors that 
affect their decision-making process when they encounter economic and environmental 
choices. McFague’s approach brings people who are in a position of privilege to a point 
of recognizing that privilege, but misses the next step in creating effective action.  
Ivone Gebara’s use of contextual epistemology as a starting point for ecofeminist 
theology highlights the importance of taking into consideration the lived experience of 
women in particular contexts, emphasizing the intersectionality of oppressions created 
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through specific temporal and physical locations. While context-specific, Gebara points 
out that “there are universal elements present in every context. And these common 
elements are undoubtedly an expression of the fact that we are all part of that 
extraordinary of life that we call humanity.”240 Gebara’s approach asserts that starting 
from a grounded position for theological reflection is an effective way of interpreting 
eco-justice issues because it values more than a dualistic interpretation of understanding 
as only a mental process. Instead she asserts that human understanding can be informed 
by all forms of experiences beyond only the mind, and that effective responses to eco-
justice issues can be developed based on this holistic approach.241 Gebara’s argument for 
a theological framework that incorporates people’s lived experiences and values sets 
important foundational groundwork for the kind of contextualized, pragmatic approach 
argued by Willis Jenkins, as discussed in Chapter One. While she does describe elements 
of her personal experience and discussions in her communities, she does not use 
ethnographic or qualitative research to dive deeper into the thoughts and actions of 
individuals living in community as they face environmental issues.  
An intersectional-ecofeminist approach to situations of eco-justice emphasizes the 
importance of experience-based and holistic understanding of the God-human-Earth 
relationships. By drawing out the multiple forms of oppression connected to ecological 
degradation, ecofeminists demonstrate the interconnection of those forms for human 
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beings and the world, and they propose new ways of thinking about those 
interconnections to provide solutions. Their approaches provide a foundation for a 
contextualized ecological ethic grounded in the lived experience of ecological injustice. 
An ethical framework grounded in intersectionality can help people recognize and 
address the multifaceted nature of such ecological injustice. 
Middle Axiomatic Approach for Ethical Development 
 While the approaches of intersectionality and coram relationships encourages 
people to understand themselves better in light of the relationships they possess, they do 
not, in themselves, propose the steps needed to establish justice within the community 
and in the larger world. In order to achieve an ethical framework that is contextualized, 
pragmatic, and achievable, I propose a final step in developing guiding principles, a step 
developed from the middle axiom approach discussed in Chapter One. This step is 
necessary to broaden perspectives from individual to communal responses with regards to 
the challenges of ecological injustice, especially since ecological problems affect entire 
communities, although not always equally, and affect the larger global context as well. 
The process of developing middle axioms allows for the knowledge acquired through 
individual and communal reflection on intersectional coram relationships to be applied to 
real-world solutions for the benefit of all. 
Middle axiom approaches, particularly those originally proposed in the Oxford 
Conference on Church and Society in 1937 and by J.H. Oldham and the world of 
Christian social ethicist Ronald H. Preston, advocate that context must inform Christian 
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ethical thinking in order for it to be effective. Additionally, the process for developing 
middle axioms is a communal one – the insights of both experts and people experiencing 
the effects of the ethical challenges are invited to take part in the development of ethical 
principles, rather than a top-down approach. Scottish theologian, Duncan B. Forrester, 
states the middle axiom emphasis on inclusion thusly: 
The middle-axiom approach has always, and properly, emphasized that 
theology is too important a matter to be left to the theologians. 
Accordingly, the appropriate way of doing ecumenical social ethics, of 
developing a Christian approach to matters of public policy, is to gather 
together groups of people with varied and relevant skills and experience to 
analyse the matter in hand, engage with the facts of the case, reflect 
theologically, and make recommendations. Such groups always include 
‘experts’, and people with practical experience of the problem as well as 
theologians.242 
 
In order to develop a functional middle axiom for a specific community, a diverse 
number of perspectives are required in order to understand the issue fully and engage it 
with the greatest amount of knowledge. 
 Preston’s approach to middle axiomatic thinking first requires reflection on the 
gospel and what it means for a particular context. Preston states: 
The formulation of middle axioms begins from reflecting on what is 
implicit in the gospel as it bears on human life, and the way human beings 
out to behave towards one another in the social order to do justice to the 
humanity of each. An understanding of agape is fundamental, but within it 
are various concepts none of which can be pursued without reference to 
the others.243  
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Here, Preston emphasizes that the idea of agape, or Christian love, is the central guiding 
force for all ethical action, but that it may take many forms, each of which are context 
specific. Agape is the central guiding principle for Christian ethics, but in many cases is 
too general to be effectively applied in a complex situation that requires reflection on 
many factors that influence personal and communal decision making. He then goes on to 
point out that “the just, participatory and sustainable society”244 has become the 
benchmark for what a healthy society should be in the late 20th Century.245 Including 
sustainability, care for the environment, was a new addition for the second half of the 20th 
century, a much-needed consideration in order to promote ethical action that would 
support a just world.  
At the same time, however, Preston recognizes that people living in different 
contexts will emphasize different priorities and principles given their histories, the 
challenges they face, and where they understand their communities heading into the 
                                                        
244 This term comes from the World Council of Churches, who established a working group after 
the 1975 General Assembly in Narobi, Kenya to further explore concepts of justice and sustainability as it 
applies to the work of the Church in the world. The working group developed this phrase as both a name 
for the Advisory Council that would form as well as a term used to address the WCC’s common vision for 
social justice. However, this terminology created a great amount of strife within the ecumenical movement, 
eventually being changed into a vision of “justice, peace, and the integrity of creation,” which would 
become the theme of the 1990 WCC World Convocation in Seoul, Korea. See: Joseph Aaron Keys, “The 
Just, Participatory and Sustainable Society: The Development of the Concept in Ecumenical Dialogue,” 
Ph.D. Dissertation, Claremont School of Theology, 1982; Marcel C. La Follette, "World Conference on 
Science, Faith and the Future Organized by the World Council of Churches, 12-24 July 1979," Science, 
Technology, & Human Values 4, no. 28 (1979): 41-45; World Council of Churches, “Costly Unity,” World 
Council of Churches: Resources, January 1, 1997, accessed January 6, 2018, 
https://www.oikoumene.org/en/resources/documents/commissions/faith-and-order/vi-church-and-
world/ecclesiology-and-ethics/costly-unity. 
245. Preston, Church and Society in the Late Twentieth Century, 148. 
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future. This leads to the next step of his middle axiomatic process in which members of 
an affected community come together, bringing experts from disciplines relevant to the 
situation into conversation with people experiencing the problems and attempting to 
develop guiding principles for the challenges at hand.246 However, Preston is clear that 
this process may not end up with a guiding principle or a principle that delivers the 
desired results. Here, he discusses the challenge of developing a middle axiom for 
guidance in a community where unemployment is a challenge: 
It may be possible to arrive at a middle axiom on [full employment], or 
indeed on any particular issue. There is no suggestion that it will always 
be possible; merely that it is important to try… sometimes when there is 
no agreement it is possible to go further and, after identifying the main 
positions held, to ask the Christians advocating each position to sharpen 
and make explicit the questions they want to raise to those who advocate 
the other positions. In effect each says to the other; ‘We realize that we 
Christians do not agree on this matter. We respect your integrity and 
acknowledge that we are bound together in the same faith. But, please, as 
you maintain in conscience your position consider carefully these 
questions that we put to you and do justice to them and we will do the 
same with the questions you put to us.’247 
 
Drawing on the experiences of people, along with the knowledge from experts 
(theologians, economists, environmental scientists, business owners, etc.), is a difficult 
practice, as Preston acknowledges. It requires people holding opposing viewpoints to 
listen to one another and engage with the lived experiences and facts of the situation 
together as members of the Body of Christ. In today’s context, this approach may appear 
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too volatile to engage in the United States, but for that very reason is sorely needed. 
Without personal connection with others in a shared community on issues, attempting to 
address or resolve issues cannot even be thought about. However, Preston holds fast to 
the notion that the community as a whole grows through this process, and, hopefully, is 
able to come to terms with a position of moving forward with the issues they are facing 
together. 
Because of the direct influence of context and people’s experiences on theological 
claims, the results of developing ethical principles can feel ambiguous and uncertain. The 
outcomes may or may not result in a perfect marriage of religious thought and personal 
action. But the process of contextualizing ethical principles itself is able to bring about 
new knowledge and relationships in community that previously were unexamined. 
Approaching ethics in this way is challenging for some because it does not claim 
absolutes, but rather is a dynamic process that reflects the reality of human decision-
making processes. A Lutheran view accounts for the sin that is found within all human 
relationships – it does not expect perfection on the part of human actors. It does, 
however, require people to understand themselves, their relationship with the Divine and 
others, as well as their relationship with the world, as a means of processing toward an 
ethical goal. 
A Dialectical Contextualized Eco-Justice Framework 
 The previous chapter demonstrated that it is important to consider context and 
experience in theological ethical frameworks addressing issues of eco-justice. By 
 
 
 
 
 
 
137 
incorporating context, people are better able to apply Christian ethical principles to their 
lives, engaging in spiritual action that connects them with God, others, the Earth, and 
themselves in a dynamic, multi-dimensional process. It is out of the analysis of the work 
already produced in the fields of Christian social and ecological ethics, feminist theology 
and ethics, and Lutheran theology that I propose the following dialectical contextualized 
eco-justice framework. I expand Riswold’s use of Luther’s coram relationships as a 
starting point for an ecological ethical framework that emphasizes the importance of the 
dialectical relationships within and between each of the four categorical relationships 
highlighted (God, self, humanity, Earth). From this starting point, then, I turn to the 
middle axiomatic approach of Christian social ethics, which employs the creation of 
temporary, context-specific principles that emerge from the tensions between lived 
experience and Christian theological ideas. These principles can then be employed by 
people and communities facing ecological injustices as a means to address the harms 
inflicted on the Earth, including human communities and social structures, leading to 
pragmatic sustainable solutions that meet people where they are. 
 To begin, the framework asks the people to identify themselves in the sight of 
God. God is present to all in all, and yet is beyond our understanding. A sacramental 
understanding of the Divine present in the world leads to connecting the material and 
spiritual together in a way that resists hierarchical models. While God is beyond human 
knowledge, we can still access and appreciate aspects of God’s glory and majesty through 
the awe-inspiring experiences we identify. This step requires people to assess 
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where/when they experience the Divine, how they determine or understand that 
relationship, and what that relationship influences beyond their personal relationship with 
the Divine. By expanding out from the relationship with the Divine, people observe how 
all things are grounded in God, the ultimate source. Understanding this relationship as 
foundational leads to alignment of ethical practices with God. 
 The second step requires analysis of the individual to the self. This step will most 
likely be challenging for many because it will require a type of vulnerability that people 
in Western contexts are taught to avoid. It encourages people to understand themselves in 
light of who they are in the sight of God but also who they are internally. It asks them to 
question the multiple identities they possess based on external and internal factors which 
come to define them as a person. It requires understanding the concepts of oppression and 
privilege that are intertwined with the social worlds they inhabit. The practice of 
interrogating knowledge of the self is not meant as a navel-gazing or egotistical endeavor. 
Its purpose is to understand the self as a dynamic spiritual and material being who is 
connected to God and the rest of the world and who has influence and power in certain 
situations as well as obstacles and impediments in others. With this knowledge, people 
can place themselves in the grand scheme of the web of creation and socioeconomic 
factors and use that knowledge to effectively assert their power for the good of creation 
and seek justice for the ways that they are disadvantaged. 
 Knowledge of the self leads to how people relate to the full extent of humanity 
within the global community. People must be aware of the relationship with their 
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immediate neighbors, a task that is sometimes challenging in certain contexts, like urban 
centers, and is less challenging in close, rural communities. However, relationship with 
humanity also refers to people’s understandings of their relationships with non-local 
neighbors who are spread across the Earth. People must recognize that local actions 
almost always have global effects, especially for environmental concerns. Taking the 
Lutheran model, extension of active righteousness to the rest of humanity should be the 
goal of the Christian. People are called to be in service to others in a way that will benefit 
them. Service to others requires listening to and understanding the challenges expressed 
by those with whom people are in community, locally and globally. Tension exists 
between the local and global scale that must be addressed. Additionally, tensions between 
the self and the community exist in the multitude of identities that individuals possess 
within their context. It causes people to question their ethical priorities based on the 
external and internal factors which come to define their context, both locally and 
globally. Must easily observable problems in local communities take precedence over 
problems that more abstract at a global level? What about the long-term health, 
economic, and environmental viability of their community? Do they put themselves and 
their needs before the needs of others? Where does the Earth fit into their understanding 
of caring for others? Are immediate economic gains for local communities more 
important than long-term global environmental health? These are all potential questions 
which may arise in consideration of a person’s relationship to their local and global 
communities. 
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 Expanding the notion of relationship with human others also includes the 
relationship of the self with the Earth. The Earth includes all of creation, the ecosystems 
and creatures we are intrinsically a part of, as well as the human-created social and 
economic structures established to maintain human relationships in their many forms, 
such as laws and market systems. As stated previously, in Riswold’s framework, coram 
Deo and coram mundo are all-encompassing, bringing all of the relationships together 
with one another in an intertwined intersectional way that assists people in understanding 
their placement within wider world structures and what that means in terms of their 
power, privilege, and oppression. Awareness of the self as a part of rather than separate 
from the intricate web of creation also aids in a worldview shift to see people as 
dependent on the Earth’s systems. 
 Out of the analysis of these framing relational categories, people are able to draw 
out what is most important in their relationship with the Divine, how that shapes their 
relationship with themselves, others, and the Earth, and what that means for extending 
justice and righteousness to others. But people still need guiding principles that grow out 
of their analyses if they hope for transformation. Achievable pragmatic solutions to the 
problems present in communities are needed that are flexible enough to grow with the 
community in a process of self-discovery and understanding. While the categories of 
coram relationships focus on people’s relationships, the middle axiom approach builds on 
this knowledge of the self to cultivate communal discernment of possible ethical 
solutions. As suggested by Preston, I advocate for members of the affected community 
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and scholars in relevant fields to come together in a spirit of Christian understanding to 
develop a guiding principle or guiding principles based on theological principles that 
address the issues the community is facing. Having analyzed themselves through the lens 
of coram relationships, people will be able to identify where they stand in the many 
relationships they belong to and the tensions they feel as those relationships overlap with 
one another. Bringing their knowledge to the conversation about what context-specific 
ethical solutions will look like provides a solid base from which contextual analysis and 
theological reflection can occur. 
Conclusion 
 Lutheran theological perspectives emphasize the dialectical nature of human 
experience as an essential part of faith. The tensions created through this dialectical 
nature affect the human decision-making process by causing people to weigh carefully 
their experiences in the world in light of their relationship with the divine. Luther’s use of 
dialectical theological claims highlight this point by placing humanity in a dynamic 
relationship between God and the world. Lutheran theologians, like the Niebuhr brothers 
and Larry Rasmussen, make use of the dynamic nature found in Luther’s dialectical 
approaches in their theological and ethical frameworks, including Reinhold Niebuhr’s 
development of middle axioms. However, this Lutheran approach is limited because of 
the binary nature of Luther’s theological claims.  
In reality, a multiplicity of factors shape and influence people’s positions in the 
world and the ethical choices they make. Intersectionality moves beyond “single-axis 
 
 
 
 
 
 
142 
thinking” by empowering individuals to name the many layers of relationship and 
identity which come to define them and their experience in the world. Caryn D. 
Riswold’s interpretation of Luther’s coram relationships similarly draws on 
understanding people as simultaneously engaged in multiple relationships that influence 
how they view themselves and interact with the world around them. This dissertation 
argues for an ethical approach that emphasizes the multiplicity of factors influencing 
ethical decisions as a dialectic. I define “dialectic” as an ongoing process of holding 
oppositional ideas or values in tension and dynamic relationship with each other. A 
dialectical approach moves beyond ethical thinking that limits understanding to binaries 
of choosing between two oppositional ends. Instead, it recognizes that there are many 
forms of context which influence and are influenced by the decision-making process. 
Each of these forms of context (i.e. global, local, theological, social, economic, 
environmental, etc.) are also complex and dynamic, which adds to the need for a 
framework that emphasizes dialectics as multifaceted. In a particular community, which 
has its own history, traditions, and values, a dialectical approach appreciates the lived 
experiences of people and their communities, addressing global environmental issues on 
a local scale.  
 A contextualized Christian ecological ethic that incorporates the dynamic nature 
of Lutheran theological positions with intersectional theory draws on the lived 
experiences of people and communities for the formation of ethical principles. My 
approach expands Riswold’s descriptions of the coram relationships to include an Earth-
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centered focus and an emphasis on intersectionality. It also connects human 
understanding of these relational identities with ethical action in the world through an 
extension of divine righteousness. Communities that engage in self-reflection that 
explores relationships with God, themselves, humanity, and the Earth can identify the 
dialectical tensions that influence their decision-making processes. Within each of these 
categories are even more intersections of identities and values that shape individual and 
communal responses to the challenges present in cases of ecological injustices. Reflection 
in each category is not limited to only one axis of engagement, such as expressing 
concern about the environment, but rather acknowledges and incorporates the 
complexities of the multiple ways of relating found within each. For example, reflection 
on one’s relationship with humanity cannot be limited to one form of social definition, 
such as race or class, but must be understood as a complex interaction of factors such as 
race, class, local economic needs, local history and traditions, local and global ecological 
interdependence, and the immediate environmental justice situation. Through 
consideration and investigation of these complex relationships, the factors that influence 
individual and communal decision-making processes become clearer and empower 
members of communities to seek and understand the challenges and possibilities of their 
specific circumstances. People living in affected communities can then come together to 
discuss their experiences of ecological injustices and to seek context-appropriate ethical 
principles that have potential to move the community as a whole toward economic, 
ecological, and social justice. 
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For the purposes of this dissertation, I engage this dialectical, contextualized eco-
justice framework with a case study of communities facing ecological injustice. In the 
next two chapters, I explore the social, economic, ecological, political, and theological 
factors that shape two communities affected by hydraulic fracturing in rural northeastern 
Pennsylvania through a case study. In Chapter Four, using ethnographic research 
methods, including interviews and focus groups, I provide a thick description of the 
locations and the people living there, including their priorities, their understanding of 
community, their relationship with God and the Earth, and their impressions of the oil 
and gas industries. In Chapter Five, I incorporate data from the case study with the 
contextualized ecological ethical framework described above to develop context-specific 
ethical principles for these communities. 
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CHAPTER 3: FRACKING IN RURAL COMMUNITIES: SULLIVAN AND 
BRADFORD COUNTIES, PA 
Situations requiring an eco-justice-informed response continue to arise all over 
the world. When it comes to environmental issues, people’s immediate thoughts may 
focus on the global scale, especially given the catastrophic and lasting impacts of climate 
change. While people must be concerned about global issues and the health of our planet 
as a whole, the problems can seem too overwhelming and complex to engage at the 
personal level.248 The result is individual inaction, not because of a lack of caring, but 
because of an inability fully to understand one’s position in globally complex systems. 
People better understand and respond to issues that directly touch them, or issues that can 
be scaled to the local level.249 Clearly, humanity shares the same planet, but our localized 
contexts differ – not only in the geographical and climatological sense, but in our 
cultures, unique histories, socio-economic patterns, faiths, and traditions. As argued in 
Chapter One, within Christian ecological ethics, all aspects of context must be included 
                                                        
248. Kari Marie Norgaard, Living in Denial: Climate Change, Emotions, and Everyday Life 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011), 190–91. In her book, Norgaard investigates Norwegian responses to 
climate change, but expands her view to the U.S. because, according to her, “[a]mong places in the world 
where public inaction matters most is the United States.”(178) In focus groups conducted with college-aged 
students, she highlights helplessness as a common emotional response to climate change as the problem 
seems to large and unwieldy to handle. Norgaard points out that this is especially prevalent in the U.S. 
because of the heightened sense of individualism, political alienation, and inability to effectively bring 
about change (191). 
249. See: Teresa A. Myers et al., “The Relationship Between Personal Experience and Belief in 
the Reality of Global Warming,” Nature Climate Change 3, no. 4 (April 2013): 343–47. Myers et al. 
performed a longitudinal study of individual participant’s perceptions of the impacts of climate change and 
found that localized experiences were a significant factor in changing people’s perceptions about the reality 
of climate change toward scientifically-accepted claims. 
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as a foundational piece in developing an ethical framework in order to bring about 
guidelines for practical solutions for people as they experience ecological injustice.  
The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the complexity of ecological 
injustice in a particular context that is both global and local, namely the fracking context 
in Northeastern Pennsylvania. By focusing on the local context for communities facing 
ecological injustice, the multiple factors that intersect and come to define people, 
communities, and their choices can be identified and applied as tools in developing 
coherent and practical ethical responses. These ethical responses, which are both global 
and local in effects, reflect the particular contexts and the intersecting realities of those 
contexts.  
The chapter opens with an explanation of my choice to engage in qualitative 
research of communities affected by fracking and a brief literature review of other 
scholarly research about effects of fracking on communities. I then provide a basic 
description of the fracking process and the local and global environmental concerns it 
raises. The chapter next moves to descriptions of Bradford and Sullivan Counties, 
specifically of towns in each county around which the research revolved; the borough of 
Towanda in Bradford County and the borough of Dushore in Sullivan County. I then give 
a brief description of the history of the fracking industry in Pennsylvania and its 
controversies to give context to the findings from the interviews and focus groups. The 
chapter closes with the method used in conducting the interviews and focus groups to 
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gather information from members of the community about their experiences with 
fracking in their contexts and the role faith plays in their decision-making processes. 
Studying Communities  
 To contextualize ecological ethics requires that people understand the context of 
ecological injustice, both from a global perspective and from the perspective of those 
who have been directly affected in their personal, familial, and community lives and have 
made difficult decisions in response to ecological challenges. This chapter and the 
following chapter describe a case study of ecological injustice. In Chapter Three, I 
explore the economic and ecological effects of hydraulic fracturing (fracking) as a 
practice generally, and then focus on the particular communities of Bradford and Sullivan 
Counties, located in Northeastern Pennsylvania. I was born and reared in eastern 
Pennsylvania, and while the area I grew up in is not directly affected by fracking, the 
areas I study are only an hour and a half away from my family members in the Pocono 
Mountains. Having heard about the potential consequences of fracking on the health of 
the ecosystem, I became interested in understanding how or even if people’s religious 
identities influenced their decision-making processes related to allowing fracking on their 
property. As I investigated the topic more, it became clear that the situations of fracking 
in Sullivan and Bradford counties were complex, involving economic, social, and 
environmental considerations that all appeared to be at odds with one another. I wanted to 
understand better the tensions that existed within each of the communities and also to see 
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what resources each community possessed, especially social and religious resources, to 
address the challenges within their communities. 
 In response to fracking’s growth in popularity as a source for energy production 
in the United States, scholars from a variety of fields have studied the attitudes as well as 
human and ecosystem health effects of fracking within affected communities. Some of 
these studies focus on the opinions and perceived consequences of fracking by residents 
on their communities or fracking in general through psychological and sociological 
analysis, mostly conducted through surveys sent to local community members.250 Others 
weigh the economic, environmental, and social costs and benefits of fracking, intending 
to provide better insight for legislators and residents as fracking practices are considered 
for the communities.251 Derrick Evensen and Rich Stedman point out in their recent 
                                                        
250. See: Becky L. Choma, Yaniv Hanoch, and Shannon Currie, “Attitudes Toward Hydraulic 
Fracturing 108–117; Jeffrey B. Jacquet, “Landowner Attitudes Toward Natural Gas and Wind Farm 
Development in Northern Pennsylvania,” Energy Policy 50 (November 2012): 677–88; J. Kriesky et al., 
“Differing Opinions About Natural Gas Drilling in Two Adjacent Counties with Different Levels of 
Drilling Activity,” Energy Policy 58 (July 2013): 228–36,; Anthony E. Ladd, “Stakeholder Perceptions of 
Socioenvironmental Impacts from Unconventional Natural Gas Development and Hydraulic Fracturing in 
the Haynesville Shale,” Journal of Rural Social Sciences 28, no. 2 (2013): 56–89; Po-Hsin Lai et al., 
“Understanding the Psychological Impact of Unconventional Gas Developments in Affected 
Communities,” Energy Policy 101 (February 2017): 492–501; Thurka Sangaramoorthy et al., “Place-Based 
Perceptions of the Impacts of Fracking Along the Marcellus Shale,” Social Science & Medicine 151 
(February 2016): 27–37; Brooklynn J. Wynveen, “A Thematic Analysis of Local Respondents’ Perceptions 
of Barnett Shale Energy Development,” Journal of Rural Social Sciences 26, no. 1 (2011): 8–31; Gene L. 
Theodori, “Paradoxical Perceptions of Problems Associated with Unconventional Natural Gas 
Development,” Southern Rural Sociology 24, no. 3 (2009): 97–117. 
251. See: Benjamin K. Sovacool, “Cornucopia or Curse? Reviewing the Costs and Benefits of 
Shale Gas Hydraulic Fracturing (Fracking),” Renewable and Sustainable Energy Reviews 37 (September 
2014): 249–64, h; Yelena Ogneva-Himmelberger and Liyao Huang, “Spatial Distribution of 
Unconventional Gas Wells and Human Populations in the Marcellus Shale in the United States: 
Vulnerability Analysis,” Applied Geography 60 (June 2015): 165–74. 
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article, “‘Fracking’: Promoter and destroyer of ‘the good life,’” that most of the 
evaluations of fracking’s effects on the local community do not include the motives 
behind the decisions that are made in light of fracking. The studies only highlight the 
perceptions of effects themselves, not how respondents go about coming to those 
conclusions.252  
Evensen and Stedman, in response to this lack of ethical reflection, refer to 
Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia, or the ‘good life’ consistent with human flourishing, 
as the central focus of their study on how residents of fracking-affected rural areas orient 
themselves to make decisions about whether to be for or against fracking. By utilizing 
human flourishing as a guide post for the analysis of interviews conducted with residents, 
Evensen and Stedman concluded that legislators and other community officials need to 
consider how members of communities conceive of human flourishing within their 
context, particularly with regard to how social factors may be implicated in strategies for 
economic development.253 They state, “…when accounting for economic and 
environmental impacts, it must be recognized that the impact itself is not the main issue; 
rather, the primary issue of importance is what type of flourishing that impact allows or 
prevents.” (emphasis original)254 The focus on human flourishing expands consideration 
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253. Evensen and Stedman, "'Fracking,'" 150. 
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of fracking as a moral issue beyond economics and environment to include social and 
aesthetic values that otherwise may not be accounted for in traditional eco-justice-based 
studies. Conspicuously absent from most of these studies is consideration of the role of 
faith in shaping attitudes and providing a lens through which observations about 
economic, environmental, and social analysis can occur.  
 In order to address this lack of consideration of faith as a factor in the ethical 
decision-making process, this chapter focuses on ethnographic research in a case study I 
executed over the years 2016-2018, with the majority of the on-site research occurring in 
2017. To fit with the need for theological ecological ethics to be contextualized and 
responsive to the dialectical tensions that the individuals and communities face in light of 
the practice of hydraulic fracturing (“fracking”), I gathered interview and focus group 
data with laity and clergy, respectively. I furthered my understanding of the community 
through participant observation of worship services and other community activities. I also 
reviewed reports from local media outlets (newspapers and radio, primarily) to give a 
thicker description of the communities in the context of the oil and gas industry. 
I selected two counties in Pennsylvania for my research. Bradford County, which 
has the second highest concentration of fracking wells in the commonwealth, and 
Sullivan County. Bradford borders New York State to the north and Sullivan County to 
its south. While Sullivan County has a significantly lower concentration of wells than 
Bradford County, the rural nature of the area means the borders between the counties are 
very porous, with people regularly living in one county, but participating in social 
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activities, such as worship, in the other county. I was also interested in observing the 
differences between these two rural areas in terms of how the oil and gas companies 
affected them. Bradford County is much larger geographically, has a higher population, 
and a higher concentration of fracking wells than Sullivan County. 
Fracking: Description and Environmental Concerns 
 Context is not limited only to a specific location at a specific time, but also takes 
into consideration external and internal factors that influence and affect individuals and 
communities. With regards to the case study on fracking, the physical environment and 
its manipulation through practices of fracking are themselves part of the local and global 
contexts. Thus, they play important roles in defining the context and its effects on the 
decision-making process with the communities studied. Before discussing the ecological 
justice implications of fracking, I describe the actual process of fracking as a means of 
accessing natural gas and oil, and as a new influence in local-global contexts. Fracking is 
controversial because it involves more than just drilling into the Earth. Environmentalists 
raise concerns about fracking because of its potential for groundwater contamination, 
unintentional methane release into the atmosphere that contributes to global climate 
change, increased reliance on fossil fuels, and potential contributions to localized 
earthquakes. In this section, I discuss the overall process of hydraulic fracturing and the 
circumstances that may cause these environmental concerns. 
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The Fracking Process 
 Hydraulic fracturing, popularly known as “fracking,” is the process by which 
natural gas is extracted from shale reserves deep within the Earth. Hydraulic fracturing is 
so named because it uses highly pressurized chemically treated water to access oil and 
gas deposits in the Earth. The pressure of chemically treated water injected into a drilled 
well causes the surrounding sediment to “fracture,” thereby allowing the extraction of oil 
found in the Earth. Fracking has been used since the 1940’s in the United States as a 
means to extract oil and natural gas through vertical, or conventional, wells. These wells 
are dug straight into the ground to access oil and gas deposits. In the past 20 years, 
however, technology developed that enabled horizontal branches from the vertical wells 
to be drilled. Instead of only drilling straight down, the drill heads can now shift to angles 
up to 90 degrees. The drill is able to create a “vein” that runs laterally from the main well 
shaft that can reach difficult to access areas containing natural gas deposits.255 Once the 
lateral vein is drilled, workers pump water mixed with chemicals such as hydrochloric 
acid into the well and lateral vein to fracture the shale in order to access the natural gas. 
This new technology allows gas companies to reach natural gas deposits in areas that 
were previously inaccessible.  
Once reserves of natural gas are discovered deep below the Earth’s surface, gas 
workers assemble large drilling rigs that drill into the Earth, first vertically, then 
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horizontally (See Figure 1). Well sites are reinforced with cement walls to stabilize the 
well structure as well as prevent leakage of the pumped water and associated chemicals 
through steel pipes into the surrounding soil as it is pumped in and comes back up out of 
the well. However, if the cement casing is not constructed properly, the waste water can 
leak out, potentially contaminating both soil and ground water.256 If there are fissures or 
pre-existing wells in the immediate area, the water flows into these and can pollute the 
groundwater. 
 
 
Figure 1. Hydraulic Fracturing Process. Figure by Geoffrey Hammond and Aine O’Grady, 
“The shale gas fracking process,” March 2016, accessed November 2, 2018, 
https://www.researchgate.net/The-shale-gas-fracking-process_fig4_299434074 
The water that is pumped into the well flows back up the well with the gas that 
escapes from the shale. The water contains both the chemicals used in the fracturing 
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process and any leached salts or radioactive materials that might be present in the 
shale.257 Fracking of this sort can use up to two to four million gallons of water per lateral 
drilling site in order to access the natural gas deposits and contain up to 15,000 to 60,000 
gallons of chemicals.258 The drilling company must then dispose of this waste water. 
Many companies store the waste water in open air pits until they can transport it to a 
treatment plant or reuse it.259 While wastewater pits must be lined and located in specific 
areas, there is no guaranteeing that the linings will not tear or the pits will not overflow in 
heavy rainstorms.  
Once the waste water is eventually contained, companies have used a few 
methods for its proper disposal. Initially, in Pennsylvania, wastewater was treated at 
municipal wastewater/sewage treatment plants with the resulting remediated water 
returned to local freshwater sources like rivers and streams. This, however, proved to be 
problematic, as it led to increased levels of bromide and total dissolved solids (TDS) that 
altered the water quality of these surface waters.260 Another option for disposing of the 
                                                        
257. Valeria J. Brown, “Radionuclides in Fracking Wastewater: Managing a Toxic Blend,” 
Environmental Health Perspectives 122, no. 2 (February 2014): A51. 
258. Mooney, “The Truth About Fracking,” 82. 
259. Brown, “Radionuclides in Fracking Wastewater,” A52. 
260. Kyle J. Ferrar et al., “Assessment of Effluent Contaminants from Three Facilities 
Discharging Marcellus Shale Wastewater to Surface Waters in Pennsylvania,” Environmental Science & 
Technology 47, no. 7 (April 2, 2013): 3473. Ferrar et al, point out that this process of treatment stopped in 
2011-2012, when the Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection first requested voluntary 
stoppage of the treatment and then updated the permitting language to include prohibitions to potential 
contamination of waterways in 2012. 
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chemically treated waste water is deep-well injection, a process by which the waste water 
is injected deep within the Earth. In Pennsylvania, there are currently very few deep-
injection well sites – most wastewater that is disposed in this fashion is trucked to Ohio, 
where there are a greater number of these sites.261 In response to the limited options for 
disposal, well sites in Pennsylvania have moved toward using recycled wastewater for 
continued well development. Eventually, however, the water will become unusable for 
this purpose as it becomes more contaminated.262 
Fracking provides a means to access deposits of natural gas and oil deep within 
the Earth.263 Natural gas, when it is burned to produce energy, emits fewer particulates 
and less carbon dioxide (CO2) than other fossil fuels such as coal or oil and thus is 
deemed to be a cleaner fossil fuel for energy production. In the United States, over the 
course of the past ten years, reliance on natural gas for energy production has increased, 
                                                        
261. Ferrar et al., "Assessment of Effluent Contaminants," 3473. 
262, David M. Kargbo et al., “Natural Gas Plays in the Marcellus Shale: Challenges and Potential 
Opportunities,” Environmental Science & Technology 44, no. 15 (August 2010): 5682. Kargbo et al. in 
discussing the potential opportunities for addressing the effects on water resources cite that although 
recycling wastewater for continued use is an effective management resource to prevent immediate 
contamination to water sources and lessen water usage, the concentrations of minerals which contribute to 
the hardness of water steadily increase with each frack, making it less effective. 
263. Robert B. Jackson et al., “The Depths of Hydraulic Fracturing and Accompanying Water Use 
Across the United States,” Environmental Science & Technology 49, no. 15 (August 4, 2015): 8969–71. 
Jackson et al. point out in their study of the depths of hydraulic fracturing wells and water usage in the 
United States between 2008-2013 that there had not been a comprehensive analysis of fracking depths in 
the U.S. prior to their investigation. Their findings, based on analysis of reported fracking wells, was that 
the average fracking well depth is 8300ft; 16% of these wells were above one mile from the surface, and 
6% were above 3000 ft. Pennsylvania possesses wells that are both shallow and very deep, with an average 
depth of ~ 7,000 ft. Based on their findings, they proposed that special safeguards be put into place for 
shallow wells in order to protect groundwater sources. 
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making natural gas the largest source for electricity production in the U.S.264 
Additionally, natural gas provides a domestic source for fossil fuel and energy 
production. Instead of relying on importing fossil fuels from other nations, the U.S. can 
depend on the fossil fuels present within its territories to make the nation more energy-
independent. Energy independence means that the U.S. as a country produces the same 
amount or more of petroleum products as we use, but not necessarily all of the kinds of 
petroleum products we need. For example, in 2013, the U.S. was on track to be energy 
independent by 2019 because of the amount of natural gas being produced by hydraulic 
fracturing.265 However, the U.S. would still need to import oil from other countries in 
order to meet the variety of fossil fuel needs in the U.S. The term “energy independence” 
has more to do with economic strength within the global market, i.e. being able to sell 
fossil fuels to other countries because of the level of production, than it has to do with 
meeting the diverse needs of fossil fuels within the nation.266 
Challenges Linked with Fracking 
Fracking is of great concern environmentally because it has the potential to 
contaminate groundwater, uses massive amounts of water for natural gas production, and 
                                                        
264. U.S. EIA, “Electricity in the United States,” U.S. Energy Information Administration, April 
20, 2018, accessed May 18, 2018, 
https://www.eia.gov/energyexplained/index.php?page=electricity_in_the_united_states. 
265. Robert Rapier, “Will the U.S. Ever Be Energy Independent?,” MarketWatch - The Wall Street 
Journal, December 21, 2017, accessed May 29, 2018, https://www.marketwatch.com/story/will-the-us-
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contributes to global climate change, both through accidental methane (CH4) release and 
through the burning of natural gas that releases carbon dioxide (CO2) into the air. The 
impacts of fracking affect human health, but they also affect local and global ecosystems. 
Water contamination affects not only human health but impacts the flora and fauna of a 
region. Drilling wells, while less invasive than strip mining, still disturbs animal habitats 
and migratory pathways, as well as removes vegetation, which lowers the ecosystems’ 
ability to fix carbon, eventually increasing the concentration of carbon dioxide in the 
air.267 While these consequences may not be felt by human beings initially, the 
interconnection of the web of life will eventually effect biodiversity locally and climate 
change globally. 
Climate change is an obvious point of concern when it comes to environmental 
effects of fracking. Both methane and carbon dioxide are greenhouse gases, meaning they 
are capable of trapping radiant heat from the Earth in the atmosphere. In high 
concentrations in the atmosphere, this trapping effect eventually leads to the global 
temperature rising, affecting both climate and weather patterns.268 Carbon dioxide 
emitted to the atmosphere can remain there for thousands of years, whereas methane 
                                                        
267. B. W. Allred et al., “Ecosystem Services Lost to Oil and Gas in North America,” Science 
348, no. 6233 (April 24, 2015): 401–2. In their analysis, Allred et al. argue that beyond the considerations 
of impacts on human health, policy makers must also take into consideration the impacts on the ecosystem 
as a whole. In particular, they focus on the net primary production (NPP) of areas where fracking wells are 
produced by measuring the amount of vegetation lost using satellite imagery. They also mention the 
importance of investigating how fracking will affect wildlife in multiple ways through physical 
impediments and lack of access or contamination of food and water sources. 
268. U.S. EPA, Climate Change Indicators: Weather and Climate, Reports and Assessments, U.S. 
EPA, June 27, 2016, accessed October 29, 2018, https://www.epa.gov/climate-indicators/weather-climate. 
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remains for only about a decade. However, methane, due to its chemical makeup, is able 
to absorb more energy than carbon dioxide, making it a potent greenhouse gas.269 Higher 
concentrations of methane in the atmosphere mean an increase in the greenhouse effect, 
which raises the average global temperature, impacting weather patterns, sea levels, and 
human health.270 
A fracking site uses millions of gallons of chemically treated water, only 30-70% 
of which are successfully recovered in flowback.271 This means 30-70% of the original 
volume has been lost within the Earth, carrying all of the chemicals that are necessary for 
fracking to take place. The average amount of water used to frack a single well in 
Pennsylvania is about 4.5 million gallons.272 In light of this, on average, 1.4 to 3.1 million 
gallons of water remains trapped in the Earth after fracking occurs and the water is 
unable to re-enter the water-cycle and thereby lessens the amount of total fresh water 
available. Lessening fresh water availability affects the amount of drinking water 
available, although this varies from region to region. Even though an individual well 
                                                        
269. U.S. EPA, “Understanding Global Warming Potentials,” Overviews and Factsheets, U.S. 
EPA, January 12, 2016, accessed May 18, 2018, https://www.epa.gov/ghgemissions/understanding-global-
warming-potentials. 
270. U.S. EPA, Climate Change Indicators in the United States, Reports and Assessments, U.S. 
EPA, November 6, 2015, accessed May 16, 2018, https://www.epa.gov/climate-indicators. 
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Regulatory Issues” (Washington, D.C.: Congressional Research Service, July 12, 2012), 1, accessed May 
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fracking site may not disturb water availability, high concentrations of wells can have a 
significant effect on drinking water availability.273 Using local freshwater sources also 
effects surrounding ecosystems, particularly rivers and streams.274 
Contamination is also a prime issue of concern when it comes to fracking 
practices. In fact, much of the concern about fracking is based on the fact that it mostly 
occurs in areas where residents rely on groundwater accessed through privately-owned 
wells for their drinking water.275 At any point in the process of fracking, there is potential 
for great environmental harm. Each individual state is left to develop the regulations for 
oil and gas production, which means that these regulations vary from state to state. The 
Pennsylvania Department of Environmental Protection (PADEP) instituted their final 
regulations for the and gas surface activities in 2016 that stipulated differences in 
reporting, wastewater treatment planning and execution, and removal of drilling 
                                                        
273. U.S. EPA, “Hydraulic Fracturing for Oil and Gas: Impacts from the Hydraulic Fracturing 
Water Cycle on Drinking Water Resources in the United States,” Executive Summary (Washington, D.C.: 
Office of Research and Development, December 2016), 13, accessed May 18, 2018, 
https://www.epa.gov/sites/production/files/2016-12/documents/hfdwa_executive_summary.pdf. 
274. G. Allen Burton et al., “Hydraulic ‘Fracking’: Are Surface Water Impacts an Ecological 
Concern?,” 1679–89. 
275. Avner Vengosh et al., “A Critical Review of the Risks to Water Resources from 
Unconventional Shale Gas Development and Hydraulic Fracturing in the United States,” Environmental 
Science & Technology 48, no. 15 (August 5, 2014): 8336–41. Vengosh et al. describe the many methods of 
potential contamination with supporting scientific findings that indicate that there is greater risk of stray gas 
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equipment in comparison with the regulations for conventional (vertical) well drilling.276 
Federally, the 2005 update to the Safe Water Drinking Act (1974) specifically does not 
include underground injection of wastewater from fracking sites as part of the 
consideration for safe drinking water standards.277 Even with the regulations that exist, 
accidents and negligence still occur leading to violations and contamination of both water 
sources and the surrounding land.278 Additionally, if groundwater happens to become 
contaminated by fracking practices, landowners may face challenges in selling their 
homes, including reduced value of the home or in a complete inability to sell their 
property.279 
Finally, deep-well injection as a means of disposing of wastewater is also 
problematic. In locations where this process is used to sequester wastewater there have 
                                                        
276. PADEP, “Fact Sheet Final Regulations for Oil and Gas Surface Activities (Amendments to 
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been reports of increased seismic activity. The U.S. Geological Survey (USGS) states 
that:  
Reports of hydraulic fracturing causing felt earthquakes are extremely 
rare. However, wastewater produced by the hydraulic fracturing process 
can cause ‘induced’ earthquakes when it is injected into deep wastewater 
wells… Most wastewater injection wells are not associated with felt 
earthquakes. A combination of many factors is necessary for injection to 
induce felt earthquakes.280 
 
A common misconception is that the process of hydraulic fracturing to access natural gas 
and oil causes earthquakes. Researchers, instead, connect the disposal of fracking 
wastewater through deep well injection as a more likely the cause of seismic activity.281 
Because the chemically treated water injected during the hydraulic fracturing process 
does not remain within the Earth for very long, it is unlikely to trigger seismic activity. 
However, deep-well injection is meant as a permanent storage solution. When the 
wastewater is injected, it increases the pressure within rock formations beneath the 
Earth’s surface, which can then trigger tremors or earthquakes.282 
The concerns outlined above about fracking led some states and countries to ban 
fracking as a method of oil and gas extraction. In the United States, the state of New 
                                                        
280. USGS, “How Is Hydraulic Fracturing Related to Earthquakes and Tremors?,” USGS, 
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281. Justin L. Rubinstein and Alireza Babaie Mahani, “Myths and Facts on Wastewater Injection, 
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York is most well-known for banning fracking in the Upstate region of the state, where 
the Marcellus and Utica shale formations are present under the ground. Grassroots 
environmental groups were responsible for passing bans at the township and county level 
to prevent fracking in their communities over these concerns.283 This built into a large 
amount of resistance to the practice in certain areas of the state, especially in the more 
populous regions of the state, such as Manhattan, which gets much of its drinking water 
from the Upstate region. The Governor, Andrew Cuomo, instituted a ban on fracking in 
the entire state in 2014, based on a public health impact study conducted by the state’s 
Health Commissioner.284 Two other states have instituted bans on fracking; Vermont in 
2012285 and Maryland in 2017286. Globally several countries have also banned fracking or 
placed a moratorium on fracking practices, including, France (2011),287 Bulgaria 
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(2012),288 Germany (2016),289 and Ireland (2017).290 Most of these bans or moratoriums 
emerged out of public pressure on national legislatures to prevent fracking within each 
country or to reverse the country’s position on fracking in light of concern on human 
health and climate change. 
As demonstrated in this section, fracking is a complex contextual issue that 
contains both positive benefits and potential negative outcomes. Fracking provides a 
cleaner source of energy, is less invasive than coal mining or other disruptive forms of 
fossil fuel production, and could mean potential energy independence for the United 
States. However, there are environmental, economic, and social factors that must be 
considered alongside and intermixed with these benefits. Contributions to global climate 
change through the release of methane, the potential for groundwater contamination by 
fracking fluids, the proper disposal of fracking wastewater, and the possibility of seismic 
activity are all potential negative environmental consequences. Beyond these 
consequences for the physical environment are consequences for the social and economic 
structures of local communities, which include factors of human health, property 
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ownership, and general safety. Finally, the potential for damaging long-term negative 
environmental effects related to fossil fuel production and use, such contribution of 
greenhouse gases to the atmosphere, must be included in any consideration of the overall 
community’s health.  
Case Study Communities 
 Having established an understanding of the technological and environmental 
context of fracking, this section turns to the contexts of particular communities in which 
fracking is an option facing individuals, families, and the communities themselves. 
Below I provide thick descriptions of Sullivan and Bradford Counties, focusing on a 
particular town in each county for a fuller description of the communities. I examine the 
economic, social, religious, and geographic elements present in each area as well as some 
of the history of the area. These thick descriptions are intended to provide a deep 
understanding of the communities as a whole before looking at the individual responses 
to the interview and focus group questions.  
Sullivan County 
Sullivan County is the second least populous county in the commonwealth of 
Pennsylvania. It also has one of the oldest populations. Many of the people living in 
Sullivan County have retired there, as an opportunity to escape from the “hustle and 
bustle” of urban life. In fact, as of 2016 Sullivan County continues to age faster than 90% 
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of the other counties in Pennsylvania.291 However, that population is rather small, at 
about 6,100 people292, with the town of Dushore containing a population of around 
600.293 The population of Sullivan County is 95% white, with small (~3%) African 
American and (~2%) Latinx populations.294 
As the locals will tell you, one-third of Sullivan County’s land is state parks 
(Ricketts Glen State Park and Worlds End State Park), one-third is owned by the logging 
industry, and the final third is privately owned by citizens.295 The result is that the area is 
very rural, with large farms and great expanses of wooded areas encompassing the small 
incorporated areas of boroughs and townships. The rolling hills and mountains that frame 
the area give way to valleys and plateaus good for raising crops and cattle.  
Historically, Sullivan County has had a number of industries present within it. 
Incorporated in 1847, the county boasted wool production, logging and lumber industries, 
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and leather tanning industries as main economic contributors until the turn of the 20th 
century. Coal also became an important part of the economy during this time, as the 
Marcellus formation provided anthracite coal beds that could be mined to support 
factories, railroads, and other needs of energy production.296 In the early to mid 20th 
century, Sullivan County was also home to garment production factories. Today, the 
major industry is tourism, spurred by the state parks that encompass the region. 
Dushore 
 
Driving on PA Route 87 through Northeastern Pennsylvania, you will encounter 
many twists and turns. The speed limit shifts from 55 to 35 when you enter small towns 
and the road dips and climbs through valleys and hills. Passing large swaths of farm land, 
densely forested areas and the occasional intersection, the beauty of rural Pennsylvania is 
on full display. Eventually, you will come to the town center of Dushore, marked by the 
only stoplight in Sullivan County where Route 87 and Route 220 intersect.  Driving 
through Dushore, you’ll frequently encounter waves from other drivers. These friendly 
hellos acknowledge your presence in the town, whether the drivers delivering them know 
you or not.  
 The town center of Dushore contains the establishments one might expect to find 
in a small town – a bank, some small, locally-owned businesses, two gas stations, two 
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167 
small markets, and small restaurants. At the famed stop-light intersection is a 
luncheonette/retail store similar to Woolworth’s five-and-dime. It’s the place to meet 
with others for lunch with its easily recognizable central location in the town. The two 
gas stations flank the road across from the luncheonette, one with a pizzeria from which 
locals get their to-go orders on a Saturday evening. Up the main street, on the first floor 
of a commercial building is The Sullivan Review, the local weekly newspaper that covers 
Sullivan County’s news and events. Near that building is a monument that honors 
Dushore’s World War I veterans. Along the main street is where some of Sullivan 
County’s festivals take place, including Dushore’s Founders Day in August, which 
features the famous Outhouse Races, drawing in 5,000-6,000 people to the tiny 
borough.297  
While there are some small neighborhoods that radiate out from the town center 
leading up to the Roman Catholic Church, which sits on the hillside overlooking the rest 
of town, most locals live outside of Dushore proper, in boroughs or townships that extend 
out from the area. A closest neighbor may be a mile or more away depending on where 
you reside in the county. Other than a Subway sandwich shop at one of the gas stations in 
the town center, there are no fast-food chains in the area, nor are there any big box stores. 
To quote one of my interviewees, Walter, “We ain’t got no Burger King. We ain’t got not 
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McDonalds. We ain’t got no WalMart.”298 The main reason these stores are not present is 
that it would not be economical for chain stores to open in an area with such low 
population density. Locals drive forty-five minutes to an hour to reach big-box stores, 
planning their day of shopping to acquire what they need. They like it that way –a slower 
pace of life that contradicts the rushed pace they perceive occurs in more suburban or 
urban centers. 
 Because of its remoteness and lack of access to major highways, Dushore is not 
the kind of place that one just happens upon. While Routes 87 and 220 intersect in the 
middle of town, they are not heavily traveled roads. However, that doesn’t mean that 
people do not travel to Dushore. Tourism has become an important part of the economy 
in this area, due to the state parks catering to campers, hikers, hunters, and artists who 
come to enjoy the beauty of this section of the Appalachian Mountains. Surprisingly, 
even vineyards and locally-owned breweries have opened up in the area, offering 
additional activities to out-of-town travelers on their visits. 
 The religious makeup of the area is predominantly Christian. There are multiple 
mainline Protestant denominations (ELCA, UMC, Episcopalian, Presbyterian), one main 
Catholic parish, and an Orthodox congregation. The closest Synagogue and Mosque are 
both located in Williamsport, PA, which is about an hour southwest of Dushore. Because 
the population is so low in Sullivan County and the resources for each congregation 
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stretched to meet the needs of the people, the congregations have formed partnerships to 
provide social ministries to the area as well as opportunities for worship. Notably, during 
each Lent, the churches in the Sullivan County Ministerium come together to worship at 
a Wednesday night Lenten service with a soup and sandwich dinner open to all. This 
includes the Roman Catholic Parish, nondenominational protestant, and mainline 
Protestant congregations all gathering at the Lutheran church in Dushore. The ministers 
of each of the congregations take responsibility for the service and preach on rotating 
weeks. 
 Sullivan County is what you might picture in your mind’s eye if you had to 
conceptualize what “rural” means. A rural landscape mixes the beauty of nature, the 
rolling fields of farm land and the thickly forested mountainsides of the Appalachian, 
with the friendliness of people. One’s closest neighbor could be a mile or more away. 
Residents enjoy a feeling of a “slower” way of life. Town events, festivals and fairs that 
bring the community together at different points of the year both to stimulate the 
economy and to create spaces for the community to come together as one. Sullivan 
County shares many of these same qualities with its neighbor to the north, Bradford 
County. 
Bradford County 
 Bradford County is larger than Sullivan County, both in size and in population.  In 
fact, it is the second largest county in size in the commonwealth of Pennsylvania. The 
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total population of Bradford County is about 61,000 people over 1,147 square miles.299 
The population is approximately 97% white, with other ethnicities falling slightly less 
than 1%.300 The median age in this area is significantly lower than in Sullivan County at 
44.6, although the median did rise slightly between 2010 and 2016, which may indicate 
fewer young people residing in the area.301 As it has a higher population, there are more 
populous townships and boroughs than in Sullivan County, but is still rural comparative 
to the larger suburbs and urban centers in Pennsylvania.  
 Bradford County boasts that it is the “…home of beautiful vistas and winding 
country roads.”302 Found within the Endless Mountain Region of Pennsylvania, the area 
consists of mountainous regions mixed with river valleys, most notably the Susquehanna 
River, which runs north to south through the middle of the county. The river provides 
sources for economic and industrial development that Sullivan County does not possess. 
Areas of vast farmland mix with forests; small towns border the main roadways. 
Manufacturing companies and other large industries are more prevalent in Bradford 
County than in Sullivan, including meat processing factories and manufacturers of 
construction materials (e.g., cabinets and windows). Tourism also proves to be an 
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important part of Bradford County’s appeal given its scenic overlooks along PA Route 6 
that winds up the mountain above the Susquehanna River in Wyalusing, its ample 
campgrounds, and burgeoning winery and brewery locations.  
Historically, Bradford County’s major industries have been coal and timber, much 
like in Sullivan County. Coal extraction began around 1812, peaked in the late 1800s, and 
continued until 1983 when the last coal mine in the county closed.303 The timber industry 
began in the late 1800s and operated until the early 1930s when they could no longer 
sustain business because so much of the area had been clear-cut.304 Fortunately, trees 
were replanted in the area as a part of New Deal-era Civilian Conservation Corps, but the 
area is still grappling with the lasting effects of these first two industrial booms, including 
acid run-off from coal mining sites and lack of trees in some areas.305 The appearance of 
oil and gas industries developing in the area in 2008, in many ways, is similar in 
stimulating a similar boom in economic productivity as was earlier stimulated by the 
timber and coal industries, bringing jobs and increased economic productivity.  
Towanda 
 
                                                        
303. Scott Detrow, “Towanda’s First Two Booms,” StateImpact Pennsylvania (blog), December 
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 Driving north from Dushore on Route 220, after about forty-five minutes, one 
exits Sullivan County and enters into Bradford County, following a somewhat winding 
two-lane highway through small villages and townships. Eventually, an exit appears 
toward the borough of Towanda, the county seat of Bradford County. The main street of 
Towanda runs parallel to the Susquehanna River, intersecting with Route 6, which 
connects the town to other locations in Northeastern Pennsylvania, like the city of 
Scranton. The downtown area of Towanda mostly consists of its Main Street with some 
intersecting roads here and there. Businesses occupy much of the main street real estate 
such as restaurants and bars, a movie theater, and storefronts (some of which are 
occupied, but many of which lie empty). The center of town also hosts many local 
churches including Episcopalian, Presbyterian (ECO), Lutheran (ELCA), and United 
Methodist; with Unitarian Universalist and Roman Catholic just off the main 
thoroughfare. At the end of the commercial strip of the main street is the Bradford 
County courthouse, a stately white building with a raised dome in the center and a 
monument to union soldiers who fought in the Civil War out front. Roads extend off of 
Main Street, up a hill, along which there are residential areas. Despite having a higher 
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population than Dushore (pop. ~600)306, Towanda (pop. ~2,800)307 still has that small-
town feeling about it, at least to an outsider. While there are people who reside within the 
confines of the town proper, there are many more who live just outside of the town in 
more rural areas, commuting in for work, church, or other social activities. 
 Because of its location along the Susquehanna River, historically Towanda was 
the home of factories, including textile, furniture, and toy manufacturing.308 Today, there 
is less manufacturing found within the town, although DuPont, Global Tungsten & 
Powders, and Jeld-Wen have manufacturing plants just outside of the main street area. 
The traffic has become heavier in the area since the oil and gas production started, with 
large water trucks and other industrial machinery traveling up and down Main Street to 
reach areas where new wells are being drilled. As clergy members commented, people 
now have to wait for the traffic light through several cycles – a change of pace from the 
pre-oil and gas production days.309 
                                                        
306. U.S. Census Bureau, “American FactFinder: Annual Estimates of the Resident Population: 
April 1, 2010 to July 1, 2017: 2017 Population Estimates, Pennsylvania Incorporated Places,” accessed 
December 30, 2018, 
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 Access to shopping and social activity is more readily available in Towanda than 
in Dushore, with a shopping center close by in neighboring Wysox and greater access to 
main roadways that lead to other areas. The area also appears to be more technologically 
advanced than Sullivan County. For example, Dushore currently lacks access to high 
speed internet except for a very small part of the downtown area. Given the presence of 
industry in Towanda, the town also has a larger population of young people and families, 
although young people still move away for college and other opportunities. Towanda has 
less of a small sleepy village feeling to it than Dushore, but at the same time faces the 
same challenges of low population density in order to attract new industry and retail 
stores.310 
 As mentioned above, Towanda has a concentration of mainline Protestant 
churches toward the center of town along with a Roman Catholic parish. Much like the 
churches in Sullivan County, the churches in the Towanda area come together to form a 
ministerium, through which they share resources and support each other’s ministries. The 
members of the Towanda ministerium include the Roman Catholic Church and most of 
the mainline Protestant denominations mentioned above (Episcopalian, Presbyterian 
(ECO), Lutheran (ELCA), and United Methodist), as well as a church affiliated with the 
Christian & Missionary Alliance (CMA). Their meeting spot is in a café owned by the 
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CMA church, which has a second-floor meeting space available for community group 
use. The members of the congregations of these churches also come together to provide 
support for the community – through a house refurbishment/repair program, an 
emergency financial and housing aid ministry, and an emergency food pantry. All of 
these social ministries support local people who are facing hardships, and through the 
combination of the churches’ resources they are able to provide some immediate support. 
Similar to Dushore, the people in Towanda seek out opportunities to support members of 
the community in times of need, but this kind of support has been strained since the oil 
and gas companies began drilling, a topic that will be covered in the following section. 
Fracking in Sullivan and Bradford Counties: History and Controversies 
 The histories of the communities and the controversies associated with the 
practice of fracking are important factors which intersect with the lived experiences of 
people to further develop the context of ecological injustice within these communities. 
They further explicate the multiple effects the oil and gas companies have had on the case 
study communities by linking the present situation with past social and economic 
challenges as well as the potential for environmental degradation. In this section, I 
describe the social and economic consequences of fracking for the communities of 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties. The situations I discuss are directly associated with the 
oil and gas companies and with some unintended consequences that have affected the 
general social well-being of the communities.  
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Fracking began in Bradford County in 2008 and in Sullivan County around 2010. 
Both counties sit atop the Marcellus Shale, a geological formation of sedimentary rock 
that extends from Upstate New York and Canada down through Pennsylvania, New 
Jersey, Ohio, Maryland, Virginia, and West Virginia. Because of this, these states became 
popular locations for the oil and gas companies to drill wells. The Marcellus Shale 
contains pockets of natural gas and oil that were previously inaccessible through 
conventional well drilling, but through the technological advancements of fracking 
practices have become newly accessible. Drilling and fracking in the counties peaked in 
between 2009-2013, but then well construction began to decline. Currently, in Bradford 
County there are 1,227 active gas-production wells and 156 in Sullivan County.311 
 Residents also experienced social and economic issues, in addition to the 
environmental concerns mentioned earlier, as a result of the fracking and the oil and gas 
industry in Sullivan and Bradford Counties. Landowners experienced a lack of sudden 
decrease in royalty payments on gas produced on their properties. The influx of “outside” 
gas workers coming into the area created social disruption for long-time residents. The 
boom and bust cycle of gas production affected individual landowners as well as the 
community as a whole economically Skyrocketing increases in housing and rental prices 
caused evictions and homelessness for some residents. Residents in both areas also cited 
increases in crime and drug use during this period as well. On the flip side, the 
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communities have also seen economic gains, enough to stabilize the economies in each 
county during the years of recession following the 2008 national housing market crash. 
In Pennsylvania, owning property that is considered “fee simple” means that the 
landowners not only own the surface level of the property purchased, but also the mineral 
rights to all natural resources found within the Earth under their property. Legally, in 
order for the oil and gas companies to access the oil and gas deposits deep within the 
Marcellus Shale, they must work out an agreement with the landowners that gives them 
compensation for what, in the law’s eyes, are the property of the landowner.312 In order to 
drill on and under pieces of property within the area, or to run pipeline through property, 
representatives from the oil and gas industry, “land men,” come to landowners to 
negotiate leasing contracts. The contracts stipulate a down payment that is made initially 
for the land use and then a percentage of the value of the gas or oil produced, referred to 
as royalties. The royalties must be equivalent to at least 12.5% or 1/8th of the value of the 
gas or oil produced, per Pennsylvania law.313 Most down payments were a significant 
economic boost to landowners, who thought that economic gains would continue as 
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royalties from gas production continued. However, the royalty checks that landowners 
received were not what they expected. 
 Royalties are a huge point of contention between landowners in Pennsylvania and 
the gas companies, especially Chesapeake Energy. While the companies and landowners 
agreed upon lease terms before drilling fracking wells and commencing gas production, 
some of the gas companies, like Chesapeake, did not follow through with the stated 
amount of royalties owed. The sticking point in all of this comes from post-production 
costs, including transportation and processing, which the oil and gas companies claim 
they can take out before paying the royalties to the landowners. Because the term 
“royalty” is not defined in the original law regarding oil and gas production, the law does 
not stipulate whether the value of the gas or oil is calculated before or after post-
production costs. Due to the removal of post-production costs from royalties, landowners 
have received royalty checks for as little as a few dollars; others have actually received 
statements from the gas companies claiming that they have a “negative balance” worth 
thousands of dollars that they must pay back to the company.314 Landowners in Bradford 
and Sullivan County were hit especially hard by the lack of royalty payments, leading 
them to petition the Commonwealth’s Attorney General, who has in turn taken up the 
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cause of suing Chesapeake Energy on behalf of the landowners.315 Litigation against 
Chesapeake is on-going and could mean millions of dollars paid back to the landowners 
if the case is ruled in favor of the state. 
 For already economically depressed areas like Bradford and Sullivan Counties, at 
least before the oil and gas boom in 2008, loss of royalty revenues creates economic 
hardships for some of the landowners in the area, especially famers who have an 
abundance of land from which the gas can be drawn. In addition to the difficulties around 
royalty payments, gas production itself slowed starting in 2012.316 In the northeastern 
region of Pennsylvania, most of the natural gas that is available primarily consists of 
methane (CH4), which is referred to as “dry gas.” In other parts of the state, most notably 
Southwestern Pennsylvania, “wet gas” is available, which can contain butane, propane, 
and ethane in addition to methane. The butane, propane, and ethane, known as Natural 
Gas Liquids (NGLs), can be removed from the methane that is extracted and sold 
separately.317 Because natural gas (methane) prices began to drop in 2012, the oil and gas 
                                                        
315. Pennsylvania Office of Attorney General, “Attorney General Shapiro Announces Initial Win 
in Case against Fracking Companies in Northeast PA,” Pennsylvania Office of Attorney General (blog), 
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filed suit in 2015 against Chesapeake and as of December 2017, the courts rejected the company’s 
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companies moved along to production sites outside of Northeastern Pennsylvania to 
extract “wet gas” in other regions of the country in order to increase their revenue.318 This 
led to areas where gas drillers resided becoming like ghost towns – hotels and motels that 
were built to support the influx of workers initially now remain empty for the most part. 
However, in the last year, production of dry gas has increased again as gas prices have 
increased and the market for dry natural gas became more competitive. This has meant an 
increase in drilling new wells in the region and the return of some workers to the area.319 
 An unintended social consequence of this boom/bust cycle of gas production is 
the effect it had on housing in the region, particularly in Bradford County. As mentioned 
above, construction of extended-stay hotels and motels popped up in the region, hosting 
gas workers who temporarily resided there during peak well-drilling periods. However, 
those new hotels and motels have struggled to maintain a steady stream of revenue as 
drilling slowed in the region. Property owners also took advantage of the influx of 
workers and their higher wages and raised rents on apartments and houses. Rental prices 
rose so high that they were unaffordable for long-time residents in the area, leading to 
displacement from their homes and in some cases, homelessness. The rental prices did 
not just affect long-time homeowners. In some cases, gas workers also felt the strain of 
high rental prices. After signing a lease on a house or apartment, some workers saw their 
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jobs disappear as drilling operations shut down, leaving them with no income. Although 
gas production stalled for about three years in the area, the rental prices still remained 
high, and jobs outside of the gas industry were difficult to acquire. Further, the available 
jobs provided meager compensation, usually minimum wage, which is not enough to 
meet basic needs, such as food and housing.  
 In addition to lack of housing, crime and drug use have also increased in the area 
since the oil and gas production started. While these two factors may not be directly tied 
to the oil and gas companies, they still have an impact on the communities and the 
resources available to address crises within each community. Interview subjects, 
particularly in Bradford County, which has a higher concentration of wells and greater 
number of temporary oil and gas workers settling, commented that they felt there was 
more crime in the area because of the increase in “outsider” population.320 In response to 
the potential for an increase in crime due to the “rapid natural resource development” in 
specific areas of the state, the Pennsylvania General Assembly’s Center for Rural 
Pennsylvania has monitored crime statistics in counties experiencing rapid well 
development since 2005, including Bradford County.321 Despite anticipating an increase 
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in crime in these areas because of demographic changes,322 the Center’s researchers, 
Kathryn Brasier and Danielle Rhubart, only found that there were increased rates of arrest 
for driving under the influence and disorderly conduct in counties where there are a high 
concentration of well development.323 Brasier and Rhubart caution that their findings may 
not show a complete picture of crime rates in these counties, as the number of arrests are 
not the same as the occurrence of crime or crime rates.324 It is difficult to find studies on 
the occurrence of crime in relation to natural resource development that take into account 
all of the factors that could provide fuller picture of all crimes committed in the regions 
affected by oil and gas development in Pennsylvania. 
Drug use increases in Bradford and Sullivan Counties are specifically tied to a 
national increase in opioid addiction in rural areas across the country. In a study 
completed to identify some of the factors that have led to an increase in opioid use in 
rural areas, public health researchers found that causes such as high unemployment rates, 
fewer young people residing in rural areas, and extended familial or kinship networks 
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may all contribute to an increase in drug use. 325 All of these factors are present in both 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties. The boom and bust cycle of oil and gas well 
development in the two counties exacerbated an already unsteady economic situation in 
the area, leading to greater unemployment rates, which could be linked to an increase in 
opioid use in both counties. While the oil and gas industries themselves may not directly 
contribute to an increase in drug use, the economic and social effects created by their 
actions may have created conditions that enabled drug use to proliferate. Between 2017 
and 2018, Bradford County saw a 3-fold increase in opioid related deaths.326 County 
officials in Bradford and Sullivan Counties have now invested in localized opioid 
addiction management operations, but still think there is much more that needs to be done 
on a legislative level.327 While lay people did not necessarily bring up drug use as a factor 
they felt was an important community concern, clergy members, who have a broader 
view of the community and its issues, did mention that the opioid crisis was something 
that concerned them in their communities.328 
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The social and economic realities listed above contribute to the complex context 
in which people living in these communities must make ethically-informed decisions. 
These multiple factors pull on the consciences of residents as well as the community as a 
whole in terms of what the best ways are to address the challenges created by them. 
Adding in questions of environmental health only complicates the matter further, 
contributing to an even more complex web of choices and outcomes. In order to better 
understand how people within these communities navigate these choices, I employed 
interviews and focus groups to collect personal narratives of the effects of the oil and gas 
industries on people’s lives as well as their perceptions of the effects on the wider 
communities. The internal factors that guided individuals’ decisions are another aspect of 
context. People’s faiths, personal histories, values, traditions, and belief systems all shape 
the ways they engaged the presence of the oil and gas industries in their communities. 
These factors shaped the ways they responded, individually and communally, to the 
opportunities and challenges created by fracking. Interviewing laity and clergy provided 
insight into these important factors in situations of ecological injustice. In the next 
section, I describe the method used to collect these personal reflections. 
Method 
 To understand the lived experience of the fracking boom and bust cycles in 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties, I conducted interviews and focus groups in both 
counties. In particular, I was interested in people’s experiences with hydraulic fracturing, 
their insights about their communities, and their understandings of the relationships with 
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God that influence decision making for both themselves as individuals and their 
communities. I interviewed lay people in each of these communities to learn from them: 
their understandings of themselves in relationship with their communities; their 
observations of the influence of fracking; their personal ethical decision-making 
processes; and the role of faith in those processes. Lay people’s responses demonstrate 
how they experienced the challenges and benefits of fracking and the thought processes 
in their decision making. The lay interviews provided me with a deeply contextualized 
understanding of the issues facing their communities. The clergy focus group responses 
offered a broader sketch of the community from those in community leadership positions. 
The clergy were better able to identify social and economic patterns that the individual 
lay people could not always recognize. Additionally, many of the clergy are not 
originally from the area and therefore could give an outsider perspective on the social 
dynamics of the communities. 
My study was not a full ethnographic study – I did not reside in the area for an 
extended period of time to immerse myself fully in the daily life of these communities. 
Rather, I took a case study approach to gathering the research data. A case study 
approach allows for in-depth analysis of a topic within a specific context and to analyze 
how that context influences the topic investigated.329 Although the data was somewhat 
limited in scope, I was able to draw out points of tension and competing values within the 
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communities and to give a general overview of the religious influence on individuals and 
the communities as a whole. I gathered the qualitative research data through three 
methods: Interviews with ten lay people (two interviews each); three focus groups with 
clergy (with varying attendance); and participant observation. I also included information 
from local media sources, such as local newspapers and television stations, as these 
sources communicated pertinent events related to fracking. Through triangulating330 these 
sources, I was able to identify major themes and give a fuller picture of the lived reality 
and competing values within these two counties.  
The Researcher 
As in any ethnographic study, it is important to identify myself in relationship to 
the respondents and the context being studied. I came into this study with particular 
knowledge and experiences that influence the way I interact with the world and with this 
subject matter in particular. I am white, married, educated, in my 30’s, Lutheran, and 
originally from Pennsylvania. I double-majored in environmental science and religion in 
college and have been studying faith and ecology since then, acquiring two master’s 
degrees in this area. I have studied fracking from afar while in Boston, reading academic 
journal articles and news media about it, but had little to no personal experience with the 
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oil and gas industries prior to this research. While I am not from the exact region of the 
study, I am familiar with many locations close to the area. Members of my immediate 
and extended family live close to areas that have been affected by fracking, but none has 
been directly touched.  
I now live in Boston, and several of the interview respondents questioned whether 
I preferred living in a city to the country – I responded that I thought there was value to 
both. I have never lived in a rural area, but my parents and grandparents came from small 
towns in Northeastern PA, so I had opportunities to experience small town life as I was 
growing up. In all of my interactions with the participants, I tried my best to be as open as 
possible about my personal background (to the extent that it was appropriate). I wanted 
participants to understand that they were not just subjects of this study. They were the 
experts in their experiences of the oil and gas industry and possessed knowledge that I 
could not gain in any other way. I needed their help in order to understand the context 
better. Most respondents were very open with me about their experiences, and although I 
thought my educational level might prove to be a hindrance in getting people to talk 
freely, I saw no evidence that this was the case. 
Interviews 
 I interviewed ten lay people from Bradford and Sullivan Counties in Pennsylvania 
(see Table 1). Four were from Sullivan County, six from Bradford. Four were male (two 
from Sullivan, two from Bradford) and six female (three from Sullivan, three from 
Bradford).  The majority of those interviewed were age 55+ (nine out of ten), some of 
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whom still work (four farmers, one local business owner, one county commissioner, one 
museum docent) and a few who are retired but fill their time with volunteer opportunities, 
many of which are offered through their churches. All interviewees were white, with the 
exception of the youngest respondent, who was a young adult in college and is of Asian-
American descent. All of the respondents self-identified as Christian. Eight of the ten 
interviewed responded they attend church “every Sunday.” The exceptions to this were a 
dairy farmer, who cited that as he’s aged it’s been more difficult to keep up his energy to 
do both his farm work and attend church on Sundays, and my youngest respondent who 
attends church more irregularly than the others reported, especially because she attends 
college outside of her hometown. I was not interested in which churches the respondents 
attended, as the county in which they live may not necessarily line up with the county in 
which they attend church (for example, they may live in Bradford County, but attend 
worship in Sullivan County).  
Table 1. Interview Respondents 
Name* Gender County Description 
Fred Male Bradford Dairy farmer, deeply involved in local politics 
Martha Female Sullivan Museum volunteer, farmer 
Walter Male Sullivan Farmer, deeply involved in local politics 
Emily Female Bradford Retired dairy farmer, church volunteer, widow 
Lucy Female Sullivan Retired, church volunteer, widow 
Rachel Female Sullivan Retired, college student, volunteer, widow 
George Male Bradford Local business owner 
Pamela Female Bradford Lead volunteer/coordinator at parachurch org 
Joseph Male Bradford Dairy farmer 
Ashley Female Bradford College student, volunteer at parachurch org 
* Names have been changed to anonymize the research data. 
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All respondents have resided in their respective county for at least ten years, long 
enough to have experienced what the region was like before fracking started. Notably, a 
few (at least four self-reported) had resided in other locations outside of the county that 
were more urban before moving to either Sullivan or Bradford counties. All of the 
respondents had some direct connection with fracking, whether they had a fracking pad 
on their property, gas drawn out from deposits under their property, a pipeline running 
through their property, or saw the direct consequences of fracking on the community 
through their volunteer work.  
I conducted two 20-40 minute interviews with each respondent, at least six 
months apart (see Appendices A and B). The intent behind collecting two sets of 
interview data was to (1) be able to dive deeper into themes found in the first set of 
interviews and (2) to have a richer set of data from which social-theological-ethical 
claims could be made. The first interview questions provided insight into interviewees 
daily lives, including reflections on their communities, their faith, their interactions with 
the oil and gas companies, and their experiences with environmental action. The second 
interviews allowed me to ask questions developed out of the responses of the first 
interviews. I was also aware that the questions I asked in the first interviews may have 
had an effect on how the interviewees thought about the issues I raised, causing them to 
contemplate issues in new ways. I initially contacted local clergy about my research and 
used their knowledge of the area and their congregants to find residents to interview. I 
informed the clergy that I wanted to interview people who had been directly affected by 
 
 
 
 
 
 
190 
fracking, through leasing their land to the gas companies or by having their work affected 
by the oil and gas industry, and who would identify as Christian. The local clergy put me 
in touch with most of the laity interviewed, although three of the respondents suggested 
others that they thought should also be interviewed.  
I began the first interviews in April 2017 and finished them in June 2017. The 
second set of interviews took place between November 2017 and early February 2018. I 
conducted the interviews at a time and place convenient for the interviewees. All of the 
first interviews took place in person, while six of the second interviews took place in 
person and four were performed over the phone. In some cases, I met with respondents at 
the church they attended before or after a worship service; in other cases, I met with 
people in their homes, and in one case, in the barn at a dairy farm. I also met with two of 
the respondents at the joint ministerial social service agency at which they volunteer, 
which provides assistance with paying for utilities, emergency rehousing, food and 
clothing donations, and gas cards for travel for members of the community. All of the 
interviews were audio recorded so that the conversations could later be transcribed for 
coding purposes. I also took notes during each of the interviews, which I used in 
conjunction with the transcriptions for analysis. 
Focus Groups 
 To get a better sense of the religious landscape of the communities, as well as a 
theologically-informed understanding of the communities, I invited clergy from both 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties to take part in focus group meetings. My original intent 
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was to host two focus group meetings with clergy from both counties coming together to 
answer questions about how they observed fracking affecting their communities, 
positively or negatively; the role of the Church for the members of their congregations 
and the wider community; and the greatest ethical concerns they observed in their 
communities. The questions were open-ended, with the intent that the participants would 
build off of each other’s answers and provide a robust description of the community from 
a variety of perspectives (see Appendices C and D). Each focus group lasted an hour and 
was digitally video recorded so I could identify who was speaking during transcription. I 
also took notes during the focus groups. Both counties have a ministerium, an association 
of ministers from a variety of Christian denominations, who come together on an almost 
weekly basis to check in about combined ministerial issues for the community and ways 
to provide spiritual and religious support in ecumenical ways. I used the ministerium as a 
means of recruiting members of the clergy from each area to be a part of the focus 
groups.  
I visited each county’s ministerium meeting in April 2017. Clergy present at these 
ministerium meetings agreed on a time and place to meet for the first focus group in June 
2017. However, turnout for the first focus group was very small. I only had one clergy 
person from each county attend the first focus group; Sarah, a Presbyterian minister from 
Bradford County, and Michael, the minister of a charismatic evangelical church in 
Sullivan County. Despite the low turnout, they provided great insight into how each of 
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the counties handled the introduction of the oil and gas companies and the workers. Their 
responses then helped me build questions for the second focus group.  
I initially planned to meet with clergy members from each county at a single focus 
group in the fall of 2017. Clergy members’ schedules did not align with this plan, so I 
met with each of the ministerium groups separately at a time directly before or after their 
weekly ministerium meeting. Conducting two separate focus groups did not allow the 
clergy to discuss the differences in experiences across their communities, but it allowed 
me to hear experiences from a greater number of clergy from each county and gain better 
insight from a variety of perspectives. Both focus groups took place on the same day, 
with Sullivan occurring first and Bradford second. I met with the Sullivan group in the 
office of Paula, the Lutheran (ELCA) pastor in Dushore, and with the Bradford group in 
the meeting space above the coffee shop owned by the CMA in Bradford County. I asked 
the same set of questions to both groups, which contained two questions from the initial 
focus group, since most respondents did not attend the first focus group meeting. The 
other questions were based on themes identified in the first focus group and lay 
interviews. 
Sullivan’s focus group had three clergy in attendance: Paula, the Lutheran 
(ELCA) pastor; Dan, a Baptist minister; and Michael, who attended the first focus group. 
Dan and Michael both lived in the area since before the fracking starting, while the Paula 
did not come to the area until 2014 when she was called to the congregation there. The 
Bradford focus group had six clergy attendees: Sarah, who attended the first focus group; 
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Karen and Brian, two Methodist (UMC) pastors; Adam, a Lutheran (ELCA) pastor; 
Mark, a Roman Catholic priest; and Kevin, a Christian Missionary Alliance (CMA) 
pastor. Only Adam and Kevin resided in the area before the fracking started, the others 
came into the area after the oil and gas companies had started fracking. Table 2 presents 
all of the clergy participants in the focus groups.  
Table 2. Focus Group Participants 
Name* County Denomination Focus Group 
Attendance 
Dan Sullivan Baptist 2 
Paula Sullivan Lutheran 2 
Michael Sullivan Charismatic Evangelical 1, 2 
Sarah Bradford Presbyterian 1, 2 
Adam Bradford Lutheran 2 
Mark Bradford Roman Catholic 2 
Karen Bradford United Methodist Church 2 
Brian Bradford United Methodist Church 2 
Kevin Bradford Christian Missionary Alliance 2 
* Names have been changed to anonymize the research data. 
Participant Observation 
 In addition to the interviews and focus groups, I also attended worship services 
and public events in both counties to observe the communities amid their various 
interactions and practices. I wrote detailed field notes after each of these experiences, 
which I coded for themes relating to community, economics, faith, and ecology. My 
purpose was to observe communal practices in order to see how faith was communicated 
in community life. While I attended a limited amount of worship services (four worship 
services at three different congregations), I witnessed how some of the congregations 
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function on a weekly basis. I also attended a few annual community events that provided 
glimpses into the social and economic practices within the communities.  
In October 2016, I attended Sunday morning worship at a Lutheran church in 
Bradford County. In the spring of 2017, I attended the ecumenical Wednesday night 
Lenten service held by the Sullivan County ministerium, as well as two Sunday morning 
worship services at Lutheran churches in Sullivan County. All of the worship services, 
with the exception of the joint ecumenical worship service, were small in size, ranging 
from 15-35 people. This led to a worship experience in which the members of the 
congregation tended to have a relaxed attitude (e.g., having conversations and taking their 
time with the passing of the peace to greet one another). The social ministries of the 
church were highlighted within each congregational context, with the majority of church 
announcements about community-supporting efforts that the churches were either hosting 
themselves or were partnering with other congregations to offer to the surrounding 
community, such as support for the food pantry, youth group engagement, or fundraising 
for Relay for Life, a cancer charity. 
I also attended public events and visited local establishments (mostly restaurants) 
in the counties. The Sullivan County Fall Festival and Oktoberfest in Dushore are annual 
events held for the surrounding community with opportunities for local businesspeople 
and craftspeople to display their wares as well as times for the community to come 
together. Attending these festivals highlighted the importance of the arts within the 
community as well as the community’s support of locally-owned businesses. The 
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Dushore Chamber of Commerce instituted the Oktoberfest in the town as an opportunity 
for the local businesses in the town to attract consumers, whether they were brick and 
mortar shops along the main street, or direct-home sales vendors with tables and booths 
outside of buildings. The fall festival also provided insights connected to the local 
context; while there were some out-of-town vendors present, most of the festival 
revolved around the culture and traditions of the local community, including logging 
competitions, displays and commercial booths for local artists and artisans, and 
demonstrations linked with farming culture.  
The festivals are one means of bringing the community together; parades and 
community-supported fundraising dinners are also popular means of civic and social 
engagement within each of these communities. The smallness of my research 
communities became apparent when I ate at local restaurants. People greeted each other 
by name and knew information about each other’s families. Restaurant workers were 
attentive to their patrons, making recommendations and ensuring that customers had 
everything they needed. In all of my encounters, people were willing to engage in 
conversation and expressed interest in an “outsider” coming in to the area. In particular, 
people at the congregations I visited introduced themselves and asked me questions 
because it was apparent I was not a regular member of their worshipping communities. 
My participant observation experiences assisted in giving a fuller understanding 
of the faith communities and the wider local communities outside of the interview and 
focus group information. While these experiences were somewhat limited (in comparison 
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to a full ethnographic study), the resulting information collected did provide opportunity 
for reflection between my experiences of the communities and the descriptions given by 
interview and focus group respondents.  
Coding 
 I analyzed the interviews and focus groups transcripts using an ethogenic 
method331 and working with a research colleague for the sake of thoroughness and rigor. 
Analysis in the ethogenic method applies a close reading of materials to draw out first 
and second order analyses of the data generated to develop themes. We categorized the 
data into five areas: “(1) frequent words and phrases; (2) symbols; (3) frequent actions 
and activities; (4) patterns of interaction; and (5) themes.”332 The first three areas are first 
order analysis – simply looking for patterned use of words, symbols, and actions within a 
particular interview or focus group. The last two are second-order forms of analysis that 
build off of the first order analysis groups and lead to more general themes that can be 
explored across the interviews. Both first and second order analysis continued to inform 
each other over the course of review of the data. Each interview and focus group was 
                                                        
331. Mary Elizabeth Mullino Moore, “Dynamics of Religious Culture: Ethogenic Method,” in 
International Handbook of the Religious, Moral and Spiritual Dimensions in Education, ed. M. de Souza et 
al., vol. 1 (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer, 2007), 415–31. Moore’s ethogenic method draws on the 
work of Rom Harre, who proposed that discovering the influences of human social behavior can help with 
better understanding social interaction, and that these influences are complex and context-specific.  
332. Moore, "Dynamics of Religious Culture," 425 . 
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coded individually, but we also analyzed across interviews and focus groups in order to 
identify common patterns and points of diversion between reports.  
 After coding the first set of interviews, I was able to draw out major themes that 
occurred across the interviews and the focus group to inform the second set of interview 
questions. By basing the second set of interview questions on the responses from the first 
set of interviews, I could inquire in more detail about particularities discussed in the first 
interviews to gain a fuller scope of the social and faith contexts. I was thus able to 
explore more deeply the following themes: the roles of tradition, the values of living in a 
rural area, and the role of faith in guiding people’s decisions about economics and the 
environment.  
 I organized the coded data to reflect the themes I felt were emerging out of the 
research from both the first and second interviews. The general categories of community, 
economics, environment, and faith allowed me to organize the themes into an 
organizational format that clarifies the experiences of both individuals and the 
community as a whole in light of fracking. These categories were present in the questions 
asked, meaning that my organizational structure already informed what general data I 
hoped to learn by asking the particular questions. However, the themes within each 
category, which I will refer to as themes, emerged out of the responses from the 
respondents. While many of the themes span across multiple categories (e.g. community, 
economics, faith), each subtheme fits a distinct primary category. In reporting the data, I 
indicate overlaps with other categories and themes. As I focus on the role of dialectics 
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within situations of eco-justice and ethics in this dissertation, I present the findings in this 
organizational manner to demonstrate the complex web of interaction among social, 
economic, environmental, and faith factors within contexts of eco-justice. The following 
chapter will present these themes and the tensions present between them. 
Conclusion 
 Fracking is a complex eco-justice issue. Globally, scientists and environmentalists 
express concern about fracking’s impact on ecosystems. Air and water pollution have far-
reaching effects beyond impacts on human health; they also affect the interconnected web 
of life that each region supports. Additionally, global concerns, such as climate change 
and its effects on vulnerable communities around the world, must be considered in light 
of fracking’s release of greenhouse gases into the atmosphere. While these large-scale 
considerations must be made for the health of the planet, ethicists have a responsibility to 
consider the complexities of the issues at the individual community level as well. Outside 
observers to communities affected by fracking may believe that the choice to reject the 
oil and gas companies’ offers is an easy one to make based on the potential negative 
environmental effects. Those living within the communities could make a similar 
argument in support of fracking by focusing on the economic gains afforded to 
communities who are struggling. There are a myriad of community and faith values that 
also play a role in shaping how individual residents and the community as whole view 
themselves and go about deciding to take part in fracking operations. To formulate an 
adequate contextualized Christian ecological ethic that addresses issues of ecological 
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injustice in context, Christian ecological ethicists need methods that study and relate with 
community values, and engage people with the social, economic, and environmental 
factors that affect them and their communities. 
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CHAPTER 4: CASE STUDY RESULTS 
 Understanding the local and global contexts surrounding ecological injustices is 
an important part of developing a contextualized ecological ethical framework. The 
previous chapter outlined the context of fracking at global and local levels in relation to 
the case study research I conducted in northeastern Pennsylvania. The descriptions of the 
process of fracking, its benefits and challenges for local communities, and the accounts 
provided of the study areas showed some of the multiple layers of context related to 
fracking. This chapter focuses specifically on the local context and the responses of lay 
people directly affected by the oil and gas industry and clergy people in leadership 
positions in Sullivan and Bradford Counties. The intent of this chapter is to add nuance to 
the description of the local context by examining the experiences and narratives of people 
in each community in their own words. The people most familiar with the opportunities 
and challenges created in a given situation of ecological injustice are those who have 
experienced them. They also provide wisdom found within their communities, which can 
generate context-specific solutions.  
This chapter builds on Chapter Three, moving from the general discussion of 
fracking and contextual descriptions of Bradford and Sullivan Counties into an analysis 
of the interviews and focus groups. As described in the previous chapter, I interviewed 
ten Christian lay people (twice each) from the two counties who were directly involved 
with fracking, and I conducted focus groups with local faith leaders in both communities. 
My interview and focus group questions focused on how individuals viewed their 
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communities, their experiences with the oil and gas companies, their understanding of 
environmental issues, and the influence of their faith on decision-making. Chapter Four 
now offers the fruits of those interviews and focus groups, together with participant 
observations and public data, which together reveal categorical themes. 
I developed questions for the interviews and focus groups with the intent of 
learning more about the residents’ daily lives, their faiths, individual and communal 
decision-making processes, and individual and community experiences with the oil and 
gas companies. As explained in the previous chapter, the questions I asked yielded 
responses fitting into four general categories, based on the type of data I was attempting 
to capture through the study. The four major categories are: community, economics, 
environment, and faith. Each of these categories assists in describing the local context as 
a complex interrelation of external and internal factors that create dynamic dialectical 
tensions in the decision-making process for individuals and communities. These broad 
categories contain themes that emerged across interviews and focus groups, and were 
expressed with particularities unique to the different contexts. A subtheme does not 
necessarily reflect only on the broader category under which it appears, however. The 
categorization organizes themes in the data, but does not indicate that these ideas are 
separated from one another in the lived communities. For example, one subtheme of 
community was the tensions between traditions and social, economic, and technological 
changes, expressed in both communities. I categorized “community traditions and social, 
economic, and technological changes” under community, but that subtheme also connects 
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with economics and faith. In my presentation of the data, I illustrate how these categories 
are interconnected and intersectional with each other. This chapter presents the results of 
the case study, organized into categories and themes. Chapter Five demonstrates how 
these results fit into the contextualized ethical framework built upon the use of dialectical 
thinking, as developed in Chapter Two.  
Community 
One of the richest areas of data revolved around the respondents’ sense of 
community. Residents in these two counties articulated the following positive values 
regarding their sense of community: the importance of “rural life”, knowing and trusting 
your neighbor, being able to rely on your neighbor to help you out in times of distress, 
and upholding traditions. But along with these positive aspects of community, people also 
identified some negative aspects of living in a small area. They discussed the lack of 
privacy, the community’s unwillingness to change, tensions between age groups, their 
conceptions of what living in a community should be like, and a general sense of 
insularity. To explore these responses, I grouped them into themes that emerged in the 
data analysis: community belonging, insularity, and outsiders; neighbor familiarity, 
presence, and help; and traditions and change.  
Community Belonging, “Rural Life,” and Outsiders 
“Which do you like: country or city living better?” (Martha) 
Interviewees expressed a distinct sense of belonging within their communities 
through comparisons of rural and urban living. Almost half of the lay respondents had 
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lived in other areas before moving to Sullivan or Bradford counties and thus compared 
their experiences of more urban areas with life in the “country.” The overall sentiment 
was that life in the city is too fast-paced, no one pays attention to anyone else, and there 
are higher amounts of crime. Life and work are disconnected from the natural world in 
the city because of buildings and concrete sidewalks. Martha, who posed the question to 
me about city and country living, states her position on the value of rural life: 
In a city with, okay, there might be some trees, but it’s mostly concrete-
covered and tall buildings and you’re doing apartment or condo living, 
there’s a different pace. There’s a different attitude towards one another. 
There’s not the…friendliness of walking down the street, you bump into 
somebody, you say, ‘excuse me.’ Uh, you’re walking straight ahead and 
you smile and how many of them say ‘Hi’? We do that here…we wave 
when we drive by other cars. It doesn’t matter whether we know who’s in 
- but usually we do - but, we wave. (Martha, First Interview, May 2017) 
 
Other interviewees echoed a similar emphasis on maintaining a closeness within the 
community. They expressed a desire to preserve both the interpersonal relationships 
between people as well as an appreciation for the peace and quiet of living in a rural area 
that conflicts with their understanding of urban life. As soon as more people enter into the 
area with an increase in industry or housing, respondents fear that these qualities of rural 
life will be lost. But the people hold their desire for a slower pace of life, the ability to 
know their neighbors, and an appreciation for the natural world in tension with the 
economic needs of the communities. To have a stable economy, a community needs jobs, 
which means more businesses and people coming into the area. Walter expressed the 
complexity of needing new people to move into the area at the expense of “rural life” and 
the potential for negative consequences, which arise with a denser population:  
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But [being hard to access] is what keeps us insulated a little bit in Sullivan 
County…you know, the downside is an upside…I mean it really is…But 
how do you make that…how do you make a negative a positive? You 
know, how do you appeal to somebody - you know, so we might end up 
with a few more Bed and Breakfasts. The more Bed and Breakfasts you 
got, the more population you got, the more population you got, the more 
problems you got (laughs). (Walter, second interview, November 2017) 
 
Prior to discussing the challenges of an increased population, Walter explained how 
another community in Pennsylvania that 40-50 years ago was more rural has become 
more urban and unsafe. Walter connected an increase in population with increases in 
“problems,” which he would later identify as crime and drug use in his explanation 
comparing the two locations in his interview. 
The fracking industry evokes tensions between community belonging and 
outsiders, as when the gas workers arrived to work in, and in some cases moved to, the 
communities. While many of the lay respondents did not mention the gas workers at all, 
the clergy did identify some tension, especially in Bradford County, between locals and 
the gas workers, as revealed in this conversation: 
Brian: I still experience - even in the things I do outside of my 
congregation and stuff - the people in town that aren’t attending churches 
are still like, ‘the gas workers.’ You know? 
Everyone: Yeah, yeah. 
Brian: ...And [the residents say about the gas workers:] ‘Let’s not let them 
participate because they’re not from here.’ And stuff like that. And [they 
say:]‘They’re [the gas workers] not planning on being here.’…You know, 
[the residents] let me participate because, you know, I live here now…but 
there’s still this…there’s a ‘them’ and [residents] can’t do it, you know? 
(Bradford Second Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
Brian compares his experience to those of the gas workers. He relocated to the area 
because of his congregational assignment and, while he is still an ‘outsider,’ he is 
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welcomed to participate in community events, while the gas workers were shut out from 
such opportunities. The discussion about the gas workers in this case also led to a 
connection to how rents skyrocketed once the gas workers started coming into the area. 
Some clergy speculated that the hostility expressed toward the gas workers in Bradford 
County was related to the housing crisis, as well as the increase in traffic in the area.  
People in Sullivan County described less conflict between insiders and outsiders, 
which may be because most of the workers did not settle in that area. Michael, a clergy 
person in Sullivan County, commented during the first focus group that, because Sullivan 
County had fewer gas wells drilled than Bradford, gas workers chose not to reside there. 
In fact, another clergy person in Sullivan County, Paula, stated that in the three and a half 
years she had lived in the area she had “never even met a gas worker.” While people saw 
a minimal effect on rental prices in Sullivan County, they did describe the same increase 
in truck traffic and accidents, which has led to some anger between locals and the gas 
workers.  
Neighbor Familiarity, Presence, and JHelp 
“People go out of their way to help you.” (Rachel) 
“…there are some [residents] who will very genuinely welcome you, and some 
others that will welcome you because they have to …You know, not [welcome you] in 
their hearts” (Karen) 
 
When I initially asked respondents what the best thing about living in their 
community was, all of them responded that knowing their neighbors or being in a close-
knit community were some of the best aspects of their community. Knowing one’s 
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neighbor connects with the “insider” nature of rural life but expands it further through 
exploring ideas of trust and the question of what being a “good neighbor” means. 
Knowing you can trust your neighbor meant several things to the lay respondents. One 
was that they could rely on their neighbors (loosely defined as those who live closest to 
them or those who are simply within the community) to help them in times of need. A 
few of the respondents were widows, two of them recent widows, and they both indicated 
that, during their spouses’ illnesses and in the immediate aftermath of their deaths, 
members of the community provided support for them: 
People go out of their way to help you. I can’t say enough good things 
about it because I just became a widow and I’ve had more people come 
and offer if there’s anything I need…whatever I need, I just give them a 
call. (Rachel, First Interview, April 2017) 
 
This support was through material offerings, like rides or meals, as well as visits from 
people who listened to them in stressful times. In contrast, some of the elements of urban 
life were brought up to demonstrate how this outpouring of support was a quality unique 
to living in this area. Those who had relocated from more urban or suburban areas stated 
that they would not have received as much support from people in the other locations in 
which they had lived.  
Other lay respondents expressed similar sentiments that their neighbors are 
present for them, keep an eye out for them or their property, and that the community as a 
whole comes together to support individuals who are struggling with illness, death, or 
other catastrophic events. One way that the community provides this support is through 
the churches and other community organizations by hosting benefit meals or raffles.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
207 
…one of the traditions that has never ceased in this county is when a 
family or a person has catastrophic illness, house fire, you name it…a 
trouble that’s going to run them into debt…this community, be it a church, 
a fire company, just friends gathering and renting a building has 
fundraisers. And they publicize it. And the people, both local people and 
nonresidents and vacationers, come out of the woodwork to support. 
(Martha, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
Social ministry and community organizations, like the Dorcas Society, the Volunteer Fire 
Company, and the Rotary Club, all provide avenues for members of the community to 
come together to help one another communally in addition to individual offers of help. 
This notion of helping ties in closely with volunteerism, a tradition that will be explored 
further in a following section. 
 Living in such a close-knit community comes with some drawbacks, however. 
The disadvantage to knowing your neighbors is that your neighbors are keenly aware of 
everything that happens on your property, in your life, and in your family members’ 
lives. Several of the lay people interviewed indicated that this lack of privacy is often 
something that they dislike about their community, feeling like everyone is paying 
attention to everything you do or say. Lucy and Rachel, who both moved to the area to 
retire, both indicated that this was a drawback of living in such a small community. 
You have to be very careful what you say to people because everybody’s 
going to know your business. (Laughs) To me, that’s a challenge. An 
example of that is we hadn’t been living up here very long and we had the 
carbon monoxide alarm go off at our house. So, we called the fire 
company to come and do a test and get the house aired out. Well, my 
husband was in at the store a week later and [the people at the store are] 
saying ‘What happened at your place?’ (Lucy, First Interview, April 2017) 
 
Ok, my husband belonged to a hunting camp up here. And one year, and 
this has to be fifty years ago, they shot a cow accidentally. They’re still 
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known as ‘the guys that shot the cow.’ (Rachel, First Interview, April 
2017) 
 
Memory is long-held within the community, as most residents belong to families that 
have lived in the area for decades. It is difficult for the community to “forget” or be 
indifferent to the lives of people in their community because there is such a strong 
connection between the residents. While this may be advantageous in building kinship 
bonds between people, it also prevents them from being able to “move on” from events 
that occurred in the past. 
 The clergy, when asked about the community and its close-knit nature, reflected 
some of the same sentiments about the complicated issues that arise in knowing your 
neighbor well. Sarah explained the difficulty of such closeness within the community: 
…people still associate certain people with certain places or ‘this person 
was so-and-so’s granddaughter’ and that can be a good thing or it can be a 
not good thing…But, you know, you have associations where everybody 
knows everybody. That…and then you know, as an outsider coming in, 
you know, sometimes you’re accepted or sometimes you’re accepted to a 
certain extent. (Sarah, Bradford Second Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
Sarah also expresses the importance of belonging in the community and the challenges of 
coming in as an outsider. Residents in the community express friendliness to newcomers, 
but may not allow them access to becoming full members of the community. Another of 
the Bradford clergy, Karen, referred to this as welcoming you, but “not in their hearts.” 
During the second focus group in Sullivan County, Michael went on to expand his 
understanding of the situation of the good and bad of knowing your neighbor: 
So, neighbors, they know each other, they help each other, but they still 
tend to be isolated. There’s…there’s a very deep suspicion of centralized 
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decision making, centralized management, or just about anything. So, 
when you start to talk about bigger issues, it becomes very difficult to 
come to a consensus to change anything, or to do anything, to address a 
new issue. So that would be the downside of that. (Michael, Sullivan 
Second Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
Michael attributes this lack of trust in centralized decision making to the “rugged 
individualism” among members of the community. While residents are willing to help 
each other and will come together as a community to help, people still express in subtle 
ways that people need to rely on themselves. This individualism becomes problematic 
when there are larger social issues that must be addressed at a systemic level instead of in 
a reactionary way. For example, while the community may rally around a person who has 
been diagnosed with cancer to help support them during their treatment in paying hospital 
bills and having access to rides or meals, people are less invested in challenging the 
healthcare system that makes treating an illness such as cancer an economic crisis in 
addition to a health crisis. The same could be said for their response to environmental 
issues. A distrust of centralized power or decision-making through government 
regulations causes the community to be reactive when an environmental crisis occurs 
rather than proactive in preventing potential problems. A focus on individual responses 
continues a pattern of failing to truly analyze the sources of the problems and make solid 
ethical decisions for the community as a whole rather than only focusing on current 
problems as they occur. This mindset also limits the scope of ethical reflection to who 
people most care about, including themselves and their families. Respondents indicated 
that neighbors helping one another was an important part of their lives in a rural 
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community, but all of those forms of help came after people in the community faced 
hardship. Members of the community fail to truly create lasting change if they hold on to 
their rugged individualism, because changes to environmental and economic systems 
require organized communal efforts to address systemic problems. When people focus on 
immediate, short-term solutions for problems rather than addressing the root causes of 
those problems, dire consequences can occur in the long-term.  
Community Traditions and Social, Economic, and Technological Changes 
“…we’re not opposed to change but…not if it takes us backwards.” (Fred) 
 Respondents also indicated a strong desire to hold on to tradition within their 
communities, which, at times, is challenged by the need for change and progress. 
Tradition within the community was hard for many of the respondents to define outright, 
but in their description of what they liked about their communities, many of the 
respondents indicated that upholding traditions that maintain community connections, 
like community events, as well as interpersonal interactions, like greeting others in town 
even if they are strangers, were all traditions that respondents discussed in their 
responses. They feared that if the demographics of the area changed and newer forms of 
technology were introduced, like high-speed internet, some of these traditions would be 
lost. Helping and providing aid in times of crisis for your neighbor is also one of these 
traditions but, more generally, volunteerism and civic engagement are important facets of 
tradition within the communities. Laity interviewed lamented that these kinds of 
traditions did not appear as strong in the youth residing in the community. Some blamed 
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this lack of concern for upholding traditions that maintain the sense of community on 
youths’ reliance on modern technology, such as smartphones and the internet. Others 
cited that volunteering has been negatively impacted by an expectation of being 
compensated for work done as well as state and federal regulations, which in the case of 
volunteer fire and ambulance corps, make certification to participate in such activities 
untenable. At the same time, interviewees recognized that, in order for their communities 
to survive in a modern context, they must accept progress in technology and changes in 
ways people relate to one another. The tensions between wanting to maintain traditions 
respondents feel are essential to the community and recognizing the need for change 
affects how the communities respond to social, economic, and ecological challenges.  
For many small communities, volunteerism plays an important role in community 
life. A sense of duty towards the community encourages people to assist one another. 
Many of the respondents mentioned volunteering as a central part of their lives, 
especially through involvement in church life and other voluntary organizations. Because 
the communities possess limited resources, people play multiple roles to fulfill its needs. 
Residents may own a business, but they are also involved in the volunteer fire company. 
They may be retired, but serve the community through the Rotary, or some other service 
organization that provides support for members of the community. Pamela in her first 
interview (June 2017), George in his first interview (June 2017) and Walter in his second 
interview (November 2017) mentioned that the volunteer emergency management in the 
area was of critical importance in responding to the needs of the community.  
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…for example fire companies, that used to be well staffed you know, are 
struggling to get people to volunteer. But part of that is the government is 
trying to help us by requiring you know, umpteen hours of training before 
you can do anything... 24-hour basic training just to grab an axe or pull a 
hose. And the paramedic is…80-some hours plus in a classroom. And 
that's pretty out of touch when you're trying to raise a family. (Walter, 
second interview, June 2017) 
 
Respondents lamented that these services currently struggle because younger people 
don’t have the time, are prevented from participating because of the certification 
requirements necessitated by the state, expect compensation for such work, or are 
generally uninterested.  
Volunteering is essential to keeping some of the basic services, especially for 
those in need, available for the community. The clergy affirmed this volunteering spirit: 
“We have a lot of volunteers from our church who work with the food 
pantry…And, um, probably half of [emergency aid ministry] volunteers 
are from our church…It’s a little funny to me because sometime we, we 
have a power pinch in that sometimes we don’t have enough volunteers to 
keep things going at the church. And that’s because they’re so busy out in 
the community, which is awesome!” (Sarah, First Focus Group) 
 
Some respondents attribute a recent decline in volunteerism to a generational gap. 
Members of the older generation believe that young people are not interested or are too 
lazy to volunteer. “It doesn’t matter if it’s church, fire company, boy scouts, you name 
it…the younger people do not volunteer” (Fred, Second Interview, November 2017). 
Without a new generation of volunteers to take up the mantle of some of these volunteer-
based services, residents fear that the tradition of volunteering as an essential part of 
living in a rural location will also disappear, changing the meaning of community for 
residents. Lack of volunteering will also affect how the community functions, preventing 
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faith communities’ survival, essential services provided, or institutions that encourage 
development of values and morals from continuing (e.g. scouting or Rotary groups). 
Ashley, the youngest of the respondents, commented that volunteerism and 
interest in participating in larger issues within the community cannot be a priority for 
some members of the community: 
…we care about all of the big, like, problems in the world, but everyone’s 
funds are just limited for such a small town. That we really need to 
prioritize, so we prioritize like the homeless people, our friends and family 
that are in need, like those things always come first. And it sucks that 
we’re not focused more on like the environment or the economy, but given 
what resources we have, we need to allocate them where they could be, 
like, most needed. (Ashley, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
Residents prioritize the immediate needs for their community and its members over long-
term investment in larger, global scale problems. Perhaps this is because monetary 
investment in an issue is perceived to yield faster results in less time than the return on 
investment of donating one’s time and talents.  
When economic means are not available, one might expect that a person’s time 
may be all they can give. This traditional conception of what living in community looks 
like stands in tension with the technological and social progress demanded from the rest 
of the world. Walter summed up this tension well in his response to tradition in the 
community: 
But I think that’s, you know, the tradition’s there, but it’s…I think it’s 
weaker, you know. And I probably would imagine my grandfather 
probably said that about my parent’s generation, and his parents said it 
about his generation, and you know…But I think what we’re seeing is 
everything’s accelerating, going faster and faster and faster. (Walter, 
Second Interview, November 2017) 
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Weakening tradition corresponds with the communities facing changes in the wider 
society in definitions of relationship as globalization and forms of instant communication 
become realities at the local level. As the world becomes more technologically advanced 
and people are connected through internet and cellphone technology, to be competitive 
economically, rural communities must find ways to bring technology into classrooms and 
homes in order to be competitive. Fred focused specifically on this point in his second 
interview: 
Well, basically anybody forty and under, definitely their first question 
when they move here, ‘How’s the internet access? How’s cellphone 
service?’…So that would be a big question when you say ‘no’ or ‘you 
have to get close to town,’ that’s a deterrent right there. (Fred, Second 
Interview, November 2017)   
 
Respondents involved in political matters in each county, specifically Fred and Walter, 
recognized the need technological advancement in their counties in order to be 
economically and socially viable for future generations to remain or be attracted to living 
in the region. Each community must decide to invest in infrastructure to support those 
technologies, especially broadband and cellular towers, if they want to attract new, 
younger residents. Interviewees expressed a similar sentiment about renewable 
technologies. Most respondents cited that they know renewable sources of energy are the 
future, but that right now they are too expensive or inefficient to supply enough energy 
for the area.  
 The clergy also supplied some insight on the resistance to change from ways that 
the community had related to one another and understood their relationship with the 
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wider world. Much of what they cited was at the congregational level within the church, 
including resistance to new ways of worship and new community practices such as 
recycling or using reusable cups and plates for meals: 
When I first came here, um, the church wasn’t recycling at all because the 
bins were too ugly to have around the church…But they really changed 
and ‘this is a good thing for us to do to care for God’s creation,’ so…it’s 
kind of funny though, I just laughed. (Sarah, Bradford Second Focus 
Group, November 2017) 
 
It will surprise no one familiar with the dynamics of congregational life that something as 
simple as placing recycling bins around the church building could be rejected on the 
claim that it is “not pretty.” However, clergy asserted that changes in communal practices 
were possible if they were introduced in the right way or by the right people. Karen, a 
UMC minister, pointed out that the United Methodist Women (UMW) held such sway 
with members of her congregation. As an example, Karen shared that the UMW 
instructed the women of the church to stop using Styrofoam plates and cups and instead 
to use either recyclable or reusable dishware. Karen emphasized the power that the UMW 
possesses in influencing the lives of her congregation members: “The UMW…they’re 
their own church. Like they should be the model for everybody…” The influence of the 
UMW in changing attitudes about ways to approach environmental issues demonstrates 
that if information comes from a particularly trusted source, it will be followed. 
 The types of traditions present within the communities represent a connection 
with the communities’ histories and social cohesion. Volunteering and community events 
provide opportunities for residents to share their time and resources with one another 
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while also emphasizing the values, such as caring for one another and being in service to 
one another, that the community as a whole upholds. Residents who have lived in the 
area for most of their lives, like Walter, George, Pamela, and Martha, describe that there 
is a disconnect between their generation and the younger generations of residents over 
continuing traditions in the communities. Societal changes and technological changes 
push against the desire of residents to keep communal practices the same ways they have 
always been. Some of the traditions that residents want to maintain are important for 
social welfare and the strength of the community, such as supporting volunteer 
emergency services, but may need to be altered to conform to new ways the younger 
generations interact with the world through technology or even how they view 
themselves in relationship to others. It is possible for members of these communities to 
adopt change, as exemplified by the Methodist women changing to reusable plates and 
cups for church functions, but changes work best when they conform or align with the 
values and attitudes already held by members of the community. 
Economics 
Economically-based themes also emerged out of the interview and focus group 
data. Most of the discussions around fracking related to economic issues for both lay and 
clergy people. Economic issues also fueled the most angst for people in relation to 
fracking and the gas companies. Royalty payments, lack of jobs, the up and down cycles 
of gas production, housing costs skyrocketing, and the challenges of dairy farming all 
trouble the economics of Bradford and Sullivan Counties. Economic issues led to some 
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moral reflection as well, particularly with regards to truthfulness and honesty. But 
positively, respondents also pointed out that the area did not suffer as much loss during 
the recession of 2008-2009 because of the oil and gas production in the area. The oil and 
gas companies have also been able to support the communities financially through 
individual down payments to landowners, which enabled them to be more engaged in the 
local economy, and through monetary donations to schools and civic organizations. In 
this section I have organized economics into two themes: landowner economic effects, 
and community economic effects. 
Landowner Economic Effects 
“People are being cheated out of their money, and [fracking] was like a God-send. 
[Fracking} was the only thing we're going to have here.” (Fred) 
 
Fracking presented economic opportunities for landowners in each county. Oil 
and gas production in Bradford and Sullivan Counties initially created an economic 
stimulus for landowners who leased their properties for fracking. Down payments for this 
access varied from contract to contract. In some cases, according to the interviewees, 
landowners partnered with other landowners in the area to get a better price. Farmers 
with many acres of land benefitted greatly from the terms of the contracts because the gas 
companies’ pricing was based on acreage. Prior to the oil and gas companies arriving, 
dairy farmers especially struggled to make ends meet because of the low prices of meat 
and milk. Joseph, a dairy farmer in Bradford County, discussed the challenges faced by 
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farmers in his area while simultaneously recounting his excitement at the down payment 
he initially received: 
For a farming community, that's the biggest challenge is lack of income. 
Yep. And last year it was horrible…You know, when [the gas production] 
first started, I was so happy. I made a $7,500 contribution to church as an 
offering. Because we got, or I got, $75,000 out of whatever we collected 
off the farm. My mother was involved, my sister's involved, my brother's 
involved. I don't know what they gave, but I gave $7,500 bucks. And that 
made me feel great! (Joseph, First Interview, June 2017) 
 
Having access to this kind of income did not just mean survival for Joseph’s farm, it also 
allowed him to give back to his community and, in particular, his community of faith. 
Other respondents not involved in farming, including the clergy, also discussed the 
impact that the oil and gas production had on farmers in the region. Rachel, one of the 
respondents from Sullivan County, referred to the fracking as “a blessing” for the farmers 
who were struggling: 
You know, some of the farmers here, [fracking] has been such a God-send 
for them. And that makes my heart very happy. Because these folks have 
struggled, and struggled, and now their life has become easier. And I think 
that's God's way of helping them. We need farmers to survive. And so 
many of them were going under. But this has given them the opportunity 
to still be functioning farmers. So that makes me happy. (Rachel, First 
Interview, April 2017) 
 
The presence of the oil and gas companies in the area meant opportunity for many 
who struggled with the shrinking livelihoods provided by their work, or even in their 
retirements. As many of the residents of Sullivan County are retired and may be living off 
of Social Security payments, access to income from the fracking industry meant that they 
could pay taxes on land they owned or even enjoy some expendable income. In response 
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to a question about how fracking had personally affected her, Emily, who benefited from 
payments for gas pipeline running through her property in Bradford County, commented, 
“As an income…it’s enriched my life as an income. Because I can help pay 
for…personal taxes and things like that.” Prior in the interview, Emily commented that 
she and her husband had worked for years as dairy farmers just before the fracking 
entered into Sullivan County, adding, “It was a struggle in the area.”  
 However, the benefits of down payments and royalties did not last. Most of the 
residents I interviewed complained that the companies were not paying the full amount of 
royalties owed to landowners. Joseph and Emily, who both commented on the ways that 
the industry had helped them financially, quickly followed their statements with the 
caveat that they were not getting paid a fair amount now, however.  
…since then, [the payments] went down and down and down, and last 
year I couldn’t give anything [to the church]. We ended up $40,000 in the 
hole here at the farm due to the price of milk, beef, gas. And if it wasn’t 
for my wife working, we probably wouldn’t have had groceries on the 
table. (Joseph, First Interview, June 2017) 
 
The only thing is, we’re not getting the money they promised us. You 
know, the twelve percent. (Emily, First Interview, April 2017) 
 
Interviewees expressed anger and disappointment that the gas companies failed to pay the 
royalty amounts promised. They also commented that the gas production itself was 
somewhat unpredictable. Rachel explains her frustration with the lack of communication 
from the oil and gas companies on this issue: 
…I receive royalties, and in October I got a very minimum amount. And 
in December I got nothing…and I called Chesapeake and they said, ‘Well, 
we had to do maintenance, high power maintenance, so we shut them 
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down.’ So, I said to the fella, ‘you know it would be a nice thing if you 
would tell the people that are receiving the royalties what you’re doing 
because I had no clue and it was like, ‘Well, what the heck? Did it dry 
up?’… ‘And being a widow, and only [on] Social Security, let me tell you, 
I do depend on it.’ (Rachel, Second Interview, January 2018) 
 
This unpredictability of payments and lack of communication from the gas companies 
created economic strife for those residing in the communities. 
The initial economic stimulus for the area prevented it from going into recession 
during the national recession of 2009, but the long-term economic benefits did not 
materialize as anticipated. Recipients of royalties commented that they knew the gas 
companies do all they can to make as much profit as possible. They are aware that the gas 
companies’ interests are in the company’s bottom line, not necessarily in the economic 
stability of people in the community. Walter described the gas companies’ attitudes well 
in my second interview with him: 
…there was a 12.5% minimum royalty and [the gas companies] were 
taking post-production costs out. And at least one company 
was…probably taking more than they should have. They were playing 
games with it. It would be, (gestures to self) It’s my company; I do the 
drilling. So, I will form a subsidiary, you know, it’s the [Walter] drilling 
company, but it will be the (gestures to me) Jessica pipeline company. But 
Jessica’s pipeline company is owned by [Walter] drilling company. So, I 
will sell you the gas at a discount. Well, what I bring back to the royalty 
holders is, ‘Well, yeah, gas is going for $15/1000 cubic feet, but…I sold it 
for $3.’ And you know, that got…it was all kinds of that kind of 
shenanigans going on. (Walter, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
A theme of not trusting the gas companies with regards to payments or royalties appeared 
throughout all of my interviews with lay people in both counties. Interviewees described 
the gas companies as cheating, lying, and generally untrustworthy. These qualities stood 
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in stark contrast with the values of trust and honesty upheld by people in their 
community. The clergy also understood the “big business” side of the oil and gas 
company. Mark, a Catholic priest in Bradford County, stated: 
…I think what happens is, is that big business is not necessarily 
honest…to the people who are actually providing. And that goes basically 
to the milk industry too. As well as the fracking industry. As well as 
anything else…you know, ‘Let me offer you the cheapest I can get it and 
I’ll sell it for the highest I can get it.’ (Mark, second Bradford focus group)  
 
Both the lay people and clergy interviewed expressed that the gas companies were taking 
economic advantage of people who had leased their land. Some residents, especially 
farmers, in these communities have acted through the legal system to hold the gas 
companies accountable for the royalty amounts stated in their contracts. However, the 
residents appear to have reached a general acceptance of the idea that big business will do 
anything to make a profit, including hurting those who provide the materials they seek. 
Respondents spoke positively about their initial experiences with the oil and gas 
companies and the benefits they received, but their trust waned as the companies broke 
their promises and the community began to suffer economically. 
Community Economic Effects 
“I think some negatives and some positives are much easier to see from close up. 
And from far away…it changes. The percent of what is really good and what’s bad is 
how close you are to the good and how close you are to the bad.” (Karen) 
 
Communities benefitted but faced challenges after the oil and gas industries 
established themselves in the area. Like the landowners, many small businesses and even 
non-profit organizations benefitted from direct payments for gas production as well as 
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donations from the gas companies. Some of the churches have frackable gas under their 
property, and many of those churches chose to allow a fracking well or pipeline to run 
through their property as it would be an economic boost for their congregation.  
I think we also, we took advantage of the whole stewardship thing when 
the gas industry came in. We were teaching people how to invest their 
money wisely uh, how to give it wisely. So, our gas lease that we got for 
our property…our gas well paid for our [water] well in Africa. So, we 
received $10,000 for our property to lease it and we sent it over to build 
water wells over in Africa…[It] paid for this building here. (Kevin, 
Second Bradford Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
Churches benefited directly from the pipeline or fracking pads on their property as well 
as from increased contributions from congregation members. As Joseph stated above, 
because he had more income initially from the fracking, he was able to give some of it 
back to the church. Karen also commented on the way that members’ economic gains had 
a positive effect on one of her congregations: 
…I know in one of my churches in particular because they are on land 
that’s somewhat agricultural and…where the gas wells are, [members 
have] also contributed from the gas well money to church…Whatever 
little bit they’re getting they still are faithfully giving out of it. (Karen, 
Second Bradford Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
People’s individual economic gains enabled them to express their giving and helpful 
natures in new ways through increased donations to their communities. Despite royalties 
decreasing, people are still committed to giving as much as they can. 
 The gas companies also donated money to support community organizations in 
each county. The para-church emergency financial and housing aid ministry in Bradford 
County received “thousands, tens of thousands of dollars” from the gas companies, 
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according to Kevin. Additionally, the gas companies also repaved many of the roads in 
the region – something that the government had neglected in years prior. Many of the 
respondents commented on how the quality of the roads in the area had greatly improved 
because of the oil and gas companies: 
Now one benefit from [the fracking truck traffic], they rebuilt the road. 
That road has never been that good since I’ve ever lived here. So that’s 
one thing that has really happened, that our roads have improved, due to 
the fracking and the gas business. (Joseph, first interview) 
 
The gas companies repaved the roads out of necessity. Trucks travelling to and from 
fracking sites required smoothly paved roadways. While improved roads also helped 
residents, many respondents also discussed the increase in truck traffic as a downside to 
the economic development. 
 In both counties, unemployment was a problem before the oil and gas drilling 
started and continued to be a problem even after the fracking started. In Sullivan County, 
the lack of any kind of industry in the area meant that there were few employment 
opportunities for young people. Fred and Martha commented that this was a great 
challenge for the region: 
There’s just no big industry really close here.  Which, part of that makes it 
good, and part of that makes it the way we are – the rural community that 
we like – but it also hurts our young people from having a good 
opportunity to stay here. (Fred, First Interview, May 2017) 
 
The biggest thing we export is our children. What few we have. (Martha, 
Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
For a period right at the beginning of the fracking boom, many of the small businesses in 
the area experienced increased patronage. This allowed them to employ more workers. 
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As mentioned previously, several respondents commented that the area did not feel the 
same effects of the national recession that other areas in Pennsylvania experienced. 
George, a business owner in Bradford County, commented:  
Well, when the gas industry came in, [our businesses] were doing a lot of 
work with the gas industry as far as renovating offices for them. And I 
think the gas industry helped the area – Bradford, Sullivan County – a lot 
when they came in. Because it was at the time that the economy was 
getting the worst, and it employed a lot of people in this area. So, we did 
not see the recession as bad in this area as other areas. (George, First 
Interview, May 2017) 
 
The influx of transient gas workers also necessitated building hotels and motels in which 
they resided during fracking well construction. Local residents left their jobs at the 
factories in Bradford County and went to work for the gas companies because the pay 
was better. The town of Towanda built and renovated buildings to increase residential 
and retail spaces. 
But when the boom ceased and the gas workers moved on to other areas for 
fracking, many people lost those gas company jobs. Pamela, a worker at the para-church 
emergency aid organization, explained that they saw an increase in people seeking aid 
after the gas companies left town: 
See a lot of people quit their good jobs to go to work for the gas 
companies. And then when the gas companies left, that job that they left 
was not available any longer and they had to take a lower paying job. 
(Pamela, First Interview, June 2017) 
 
Businesses that had seen a dramatic increase in their sales or patronage now struggle to 
get by, or they have closed altogether. The hotels constructed to house temporary gas 
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workers now sit empty. The renovated store fronts and apartment buildings, which had 
increased rental prices commensurate with the economic boom, struggle to find tenants. 
 Housing also became problematic in the region after the gas companies entered, 
particularly in Bradford County. Sarah recalled how it personally affected her when she 
was moving to the area to start serving her congregation: 
…When I first moved here…in 2011, you know, we had a genuine 
concern that I would be able to find a place to live. Because I wasn’t in a 
position to outright buy a house…but you know I could rent an apartment 
for $1000 a month, maybe, because the fracking had jacked up 
everything… (Sarah, First Focus Group, June 2017) 
 
High rents affected long-term residents as well. Landlords raised rents on properties and 
then evicted tenants because they could not pay. It was at the landlord’s discretion to 
increase rent prices, and most did so to take advantage of the situation. Michael, who in 
addition to serving a congregation also leases property that he owns, commented on how, 
even though he knew it was a landlord’s market, he was not going to raise the rent on his 
property: 
As a landlord myself, I experienced [rent prices increasing] from a slightly 
different perspective. I recognized that it became a landlord’s market 
when the fracking entered. I made a unilateral decision that I wasn’t going 
to raise my rent and that I wasn’t going to rent to fracking industry folks. 
That I was going to search out local people and continue to rent my 
property to them at the previous rate. Which was, to me, it was an 
expression of God’s mercy. (Michael, First Focus Group, June 2017) 
 
Michael was an outlier in his decision to only rent to local people and keep his rent at the 
same level it was before the gas companies arrived. His actions also reflect the insider 
versus outsider theme through wanting to protect those who were long-term residents in 
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the community. Dan, a pastor in Sullivan County commented on the greed he observed in 
members of his community: 
Well, there’s a depressing, at least from my point of view, aspect of this, 
and that is, sad to say, whether Christian or non-Christian, when the gas 
people started moving in…trying to find housing and stuff, people around 
here really jacked up the rent…And as a result the gas people looked at 
this area, and I’m not saying all, but some, some looked at this area as a 
very greedy area. (Dan, Second Sullivan Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
The greed did not end when the initial boom of fracking began to dwindle. Rents 
remained high, cost of living increased as well, jobs disappeared, and residents, 
especially non-landowners, suffered.  
Environment 
 In addition to personal and communal economic effects, I asked residents about 
their local environment and the potential impacts of fracking on it. Environmentalists do 
not support fracking because of its potential for ecological catastrophe (e.g. water 
contamination, effects on climate change, ecosystem disruption). While all of the 
respondents valued living in a rural area because of its natural beauty, few of them 
expressed concern about fracking’s impact on the environment. In their responses, 
interviewees critiqued environmentalists for being too cautious and hyperbolic about 
environmental effects of fracking. However, some did voice concern about the future of 
their local environment and the Earth. Those who personally experienced or had been 
close to someone who experienced environmental contamination from fracking were 
more critical of the oil and gas industry’s environmental impact on the area. Respondents 
also made connections between the Earth and their faith, although those connections 
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varied across the interview subjects. In this section, I explore the category of environment 
through these subcategories that emerged from the data: resistance to environmentalist 
movements; environmental concerns; and environment and faith.  
Resistance to Environmentalist Movements 
“I don’t think people have focused on the environment like at all in this 
community. Not because they don’t care, just because there’s so much other stuff going 
on.” (Ashley) 
 
In addressing issues about the local context of the natural world, here described as 
the environment, respondents immediately connected the term “environment” with an 
idea of “environmentalism” as a movement which places the needs of nature before the 
needs of people. I did not specifically ask questions about environmentalism, but 
interviewees interpreted any questions regarding the environment as having to do with 
“environmentalists.” A few themes developed out of respondents’ reflections on 
environmentalism or sustainable actions: (1) environmentalists exaggerate the 
consequences of oil and gas production, (2) environmentalism is not accessible to 
members of these communities because they have more pressing concerns that must be 
attended to, which is why (3) sustainable actions, such as reliance on renewable energy, 
are not attainable for the region right now because they are too pricey and inefficient. 
Their resistance to environmentalism generated its own subset of data which is important 
as an indicator of how receptive they might be to ideas which carry the label 
“environmental.” 
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 Respondents focused on one aspect of environmental consequences with regards 
to fracking - that water supplies would be contaminated. Many of them felt that 
environmentalists exaggerated these claims. Some respondents trusted the gas companies 
to know what they were doing when they drilled the wells and performed the fracking. 
Walter took an insightful stance on the gas companies and environmentalists in his 
discussion about how he obtained information about fracking:  
…you know, the gas companies, there’s way too much money. They 
control politically…their lobbyists really can bring a lot of smoke on 
legislature on the senators and governors…But…they have certainly a lot 
more influence than the environmental groups have. But environmental 
groups, you know, can play on the…I don’t want to say panic, but 
the…emotional, you know, and sometimes that turns into almost as bad as 
too much money. (Walter, Second Interview, November 2017)  
 
Walter’s argument is that you cannot believe people from either side. Fracking is not 
100% safe, but he also believes that it is not as harmful as environmental groups make it 
out to be. Environmentalists are too cautious and they predict doomsday scenarios. 
Nothing effective comes out of their approach other than scaring people about the future. 
The result is that people do not listen to them. Yet, Walter also does not believe the gas 
companies’ statements about safety and is acutely aware of their influence over 
government when it comes to what they are able to get away with legally. 
 Several of the respondents said that environmental issues were not something that 
they considered, or that members of their community considered, as a priority because 
there were too many other challenges that must be addressed within the community. The 
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environment is something that people can be concerned with when they have more time 
or money. Ashley summed it up this way: 
I think in our town environmental issues are like the least of people’s 
worries. Like, we have these crazy storms and then all of a sudden, people 
are like, ‘Oh my goodness, what’s going on?’ But mostly people just don’t 
even think about it until it affects them personally. (Ashley, First 
Interview, June 2017) 
 
Concern for immediate needs within the community outweigh concern for the 
environment. For residents facing multiple economic concerns, environmental issues get 
pushed to the side until they become a human health concern. Ashley also points to an 
important aspect of concern about the environment that came up throughout the 
interviews. If interviewees had not experienced environmental problems directly or knew 
someone who had, they were less likely to be concerned about potential impacts, a theme 
discussed further in “environmental concerns” below. 
 Despite the lukewarm or even negative opinions expressed by some of the 
respondents reflecting on the environment, one environmental issue that had a surprising 
amount of support was renewable energy sources. Most of the interviewees responded 
that they saw renewable sources of energy like solar and wind power as an eventuality for 
the region.  
I would say we’re interested in any type of energy that doesn’t use a fossil 
fuel in the long run. If you have wind and you have water and you have 
sunshine, those are all things that are in nature always present…Now, 
having said that, solar takes up a lot of acreage. Wind power is in its 
infancy of development so it’s obviously going to be mega-expensive. We 
did have a gentleman here, I think, four or five years ago, maybe more, 
who was talking about wind power up here on the Appalachian tops. For 
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us to have a tower on us it would be over a million dollars. We can’t pay 
for that. (Martha, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
Wind and solar power generation has already started in some parts of both counties, and 
some of the respondents had already attempted to invest in this kind of energy 
production. However, many found it cost prohibitive and therefore have not invested in it. 
When asked specifically about renewable sources of energy, many respondents 
recognized it as an opportunity to move away from fossil fuel use and, if it were more 
cost-friendly and efficient, they would consider buying into it. Rachel commented that 
she would love to invest in solar, but felt that by the time the panels would be paid off 
and generating enough electricity for her house, she wouldn’t be alive to see it. There 
were only two respondents who were less enthusiastic about renewables: Ashley, the 
youngest respondent and George, the small business owner. Both cited that they thought 
solar panels and windmills were unsightly and, in the case of windmills, too loud.   
 The questions proposed to the interviewees about the environment were intended 
to capture their reflections on their relationships with natural world in their local context. 
Interview respondents, in reflecting on questions about the environment, automatically 
connected any mention of the word “environment” with a broader definition of 
environmentalism as a movement that has an elitist or “nature over humanity” 
connotation. Most respondents did not outright reject consideration of the environment as 
an important value to have, but most mentioned it as something that is external to more 
immediate concerns related to their communities. The attitude expressed by interviewees 
responding to questions about the environment indicates that there may be challenges in 
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getting residents to consider ideas for their community that are linked to what they 
perceive are “environmentalist” groups or mindsets.  
Environmental Concerns 
“I know there's a lot of people that dislike [the fracking]. I know there's certain 
areas that's affected their water systems and things like that. But I have not had that 
problem. And none of us have in our area.” (Emily) 
 
Respondents resisted environmentalism as a social movement and ideology, but 
they still recognized that there may be environmental concerns linked with the practice of 
fracking. This section explores some of the concerns residents voiced in the interviews 
and focus groups, at local and global levels, and how they responded to them. The 
primary concern voiced to me about fracking is whether it would contaminate the well 
water supplies that residents rely on for their water supply. However, most interviewees 
were quick to tell me that neither they nor anyone that they knew had experienced this 
kind of contamination. One reason residents felt confident in the gas companies’ ability 
to prevent contamination was that the companies had specialists come speak at 
community meetings about the potential impacts. The companies also offered to test the 
well water at each residential site before they fracked and then after certain periods of 
time had passed to ensure no contamination occurred. Rachel explained her comfort with 
the gas company’s process in making sure water contamination did not occur: 
When [the gas companies] were first coming into the community… 
Sullivan County had a task force and they tried to stay on top of all the 
pros and cons, and I attended those meetings faithfully, to get as much 
information as I could. And you know, there’s always people that have 
negative thoughts. The one concern was our water. And we had it 
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tested…and our water was always very good. I think they had just fracked, 
and water became such a big issue around here. Chesapeake came and 
they did a water test that they were at the house for probably forty-five 
minutes…the results came back, we had a task force meeting, everybody 
brought their results, and they had people there that were non-biased to 
say what your water looked like. And ours was still as perfect as it had 
been. So, when I got those results, I really don’t have a problem with the 
fracking. (Rachel, First Interview, April 2017) 
 
The oil and gas companies offered multiple forms of testing for those leasing their land 
for fracking or pipeline. Rachel expressed what many of the respondents echoed: the 
company is monitoring the situation, so therefore it is under control. Later in her 
interview, however, Rachel stated that she would have her water tested again before our 
next interview and that her opinion of the gas company might shift if her water became 
contaminated. Fortunately, she did not experience contamination, but her statement 
indicated that she only trusted the gas company to a certain extent, based on effects in her 
own water supply and that of the people she knew. 
 George was the only respondent who had previously had a lease with the gas 
company for fracking and gas production and did not renew when his lease ran out. He 
was one of the first to lease his land in the area. A combination of economic and 
environmental challenges created by the gas companies led him to sever his relationship 
with them: 
There was a group in Bradford County that went to Harrisburg to try and 
put some pressure on the legislature to do something about the gas 
industry taking so much money out of the royalties…That’s one thing. 
More important to me, anyway, I’ve got neighbors that their [water] wells 
were contaminated because one of the gas companies messed up when 
they were doing the [fracking] well and didn’t get it right. So I’ve got four 
neighbors that have contaminated [water] wells…Also, a month ago, we 
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were contacted to renew our lease because they wanted to drill in our area, 
and I said I wouldn’t sign again. (George, Second Interview, November 
2017) 
 
George’s example highlights many of the respondents’ attitudes about environmental 
concerns. Many of them did not have a problem with the fracking environmentally 
because they had not experienced water contamination, either on their own property or 
through a neighbor or friend’s experience. However, George did and it caused him to 
rethink being involved with the gas companies. At that point, though, the contamination 
had already occurred. The environment is already affected by the fracking and 
remediation of ground water contamination is exceedingly difficult. George’s reaction to 
the situation reflected what he could control: prevent his own water supply from being 
affected as well as not participating the gas company’s leasing and royalty method as a 
way to prevent further harm. But the reaction does not necessarily solve the 
environmental problems created by the fracking in the first place. George’s perspective 
remains focused on short-term and local consequences, particularly those that will affect 
him directly. 
 The clergy also pointed out that the worries expressed by environmentalists about 
contamination were unfounded. However, they were willing to concede that larger 
environmental issues must also be considered. Adam stated it clearly at the end of the 
Bradford focus group: 
Adam: I just want to put a hard note on things. Like, a lot of the worries 
about impact never panned out. 
Brian: Yet. 
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Adam: Well, no, that some of the worries are, that the emphasis should be 
placed on, are the long-term worries that, you know, methane is a bad 
greenhouse gas…but it’s sort of a bigger, a bigger sort of thing. Some of 
the local worries, with the exception to some isolated incidents, just 
never…panned out to be problems. But the big problem is the one that all 
of us, you know, can easily overlook. (Second Bradford Focus Group, 
November 2017) 
 
Adam was one of the only respondents, both laity and clergy, who brought up greenhouse 
gas emissions and climate change as a potential impact of the fracking industry. Some of 
the interviewees discussed the need to limit fossil fuel use, but also cited that natural gas 
is a cleaner burning fossil fuel than coal or oil. While many of the local concerns about 
water contamination did not happen on a large-scale, his concern was that water 
contamination distracted from bigger, long-term issues that the communities should also 
be considering.  
 Even within churches, bringing up issues of environmental concern are a 
challenge. Karen indicated that environmentally sustainable actions were not really 
something that she saw members of her congregation addressing unless the actions could 
be tied to economic benefits: 
I think a lot of times in my churches…when I see what seems to be an 
environmentally conscientious behavior…is often it’s more…frugality? 
So, it’s more that a lot of the congregants are still…they’re savers. They’re 
very frugal. And so, what seems to be good stewardship in an 
environmental sense is really good stewardship financially. So, they turn 
off lights and they turn down the heat and it really, I don’t know that 
they’re thinking environmental…they’re thinking ‘We can’t afford this.’ 
(Karen, Second Bradford Focus Group, November 2017) 
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Economic concerns combine with environmental consciousness within these contexts. 
Motivation may not arise from a concern about the environment, but instead arises out of 
a desire to be economical with resources. 
Environment and Faith 
“I thank [God] for His creation.” (Joseph) 
Respondents reflected on the environment, particularly the natural world in their 
immediate location, and their faith in a few different ways. Most interviewees had a 
difficult time identifying how their church was involved in environmental actions. Some 
told me forthrightly that their church was not concerned with issues related to the 
environment. Others could name highway cleanups their congregation sponsored and 
recycling efforts at their church building, but quite a few found it hard to make 
connections with local or global environmental issues. On the other hand, just two of the 
lay respondents saw the Divine revealed in nature and expressed their belief that 
Christians are called to be stewards of creation. 
…I really do think faith and church is part of the environment. I mean, I 
look out at the woods and I think ‘Oh my gosh, this is what [God] 
created.’ To me, it is very…it does all become part of the same thing. Uh, 
when you’re looking at concrete, I think you lose that. When everything’s 
buildings and concrete and very little green area, I think faith becomes off 
to the side, not as important. (Lucy, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
I think maybe we do stop and smell the roses [in the country]. I don’t want 
to say we’re closer to God, but God is more present when you have time to 
appreciate his feminine side, being Mother Nature. (Martha, Second 
Interview, November 2017) 
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In his interview, Walter made the connection between human beings and God through 
humanity’s responsibility in acting as stewards of the Earth on God’s behalf. Joseph 
affirmed that God created all of nature. But each of their statements also came with what 
might be viewed as non-environmental caveats to them: 
God gave us the world and we’re supposed to take care of it. But he also 
gave us the resources that, if he didn’t want us to exploit them, I don’t 
know why he gave them to us. I think there’s a fine line you walk 
between, you know, for example, if there was a coal bed across the road, 
but it was going to totally destroy the farm, no, I’m not going to do that…I 
think when you got into the extraction of gas, it got a little more cloudy 
because, you know, the risk is there, certainly for damage to environment, 
but it’s mitigated to a good deal by political and 
environmental…environmental, political, those kinds of things. (Walter, 
First Interview, May 2017) 
 
I don’t worry too much about environmental stuff. [God]’s made this 
Earth so it heals itself really well, no matter what we’ve done to it. 
(Joseph, Second Interview, January 2018) 
 
Even though both identified God’s role and, to a certain extent, humanity’s role with the 
environment, they do not see harm in prioritizing the utilization of the Earth’s resources 
for human needs. 
 When asked what the church’s responsibility is in addressing issues related to the 
environment, stewardship, and sustainability, most of the clergy cited their 
denominational statement on “creation care.” Many expressed that Christians are called 
to care for God’s creation and address how harm to environment can affect the 
surrounding community and the future generations who might also feel long-term effects. 
Brian summed up this sentiment: 
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…in particular, in regards to the environment, we should be speaking on 
that, you know, this may benefit us as a community to do this, or provide 
money or jobs or something like that. But if it’s going to destroy the 
environment or things like that or if it’s going to cause problems for a 
community and it’s further down the river…then it’s our job to kind of 
make [our congregants], help them be aware of that. Help the community 
farther and outside the walls be aware that…there are greater impacts to 
things than just the here and now and the personal. (Brian, Second 
Bradford Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
Even though the clergy feel called to address issues connected to the environment and 
their communities, the reality is that the effort required to change the mindset and actions 
of congregants is very large. While these communities are close-knit when it comes to 
interpersonal relationships, people I spoke with did not see long-term environmental 
consequences as a way of helping their neighbors.  
Faith 
 Most of the people I interviewed indicated that their faith was an important part of 
their life. A majority of the lay interviewees were actively involved in their 
congregations, and most respondents attended church every Sunday. While I did ask the 
interviewees some specific questions about their faith, the theme of faith also emerged in 
other parts of their interviews. In order to ascertain the laity’s understanding of the role of 
faith in their everyday lives, I asked about their relationship with God and what role God 
plays in their lives. I also asked how their faith plays a role in their decision-making 
processes. In the second round of interviews, I asked more directly about how faith 
informs economics and environmental thinking for them. Many of the respondents 
focused on their personal relationship with God as an important factor defining their 
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faith. This relationship influences the decisions people make, generating ethical 
guidelines for how they live their lives. The category of faith is divided into three themes: 
God; Decisions and Faith; and Faith and Morality. 
God 
 “But I think, you know, God wants a relationship. And He will reach out. And 
you have the choice…” (Walter) 
 
When I asked lay respondents to describe the role God plays in their day to day 
life, many described a personal relationship with God. God is a guider and a friend. 
God/Jesus is a savior. God watches over you, but God is not a micro-manager. Ashley, 
the youngest respondent, expressed that appealing to God for every little thing was not 
necessary: 
I try not to…be too reliant, I guess, on God. Like, I don’t…I’m not one of 
those people that are like ‘I need to pray for every single decision I’m 
making.’…when times get hard, that’s when I pray. And He has always 
come through because I honestly genuinely think it’s because I’m not 
burdening Him with all my crap. (laughs). (Ashley, Second Interview, 
November 2017) 
 
However, God is also a constant presence, even if you do not turn your attention toward 
God. God is expressed through nature. The Holy Spirit is the active nature of God that 
talks to you or nudges you in the right direction. Respondents utilized these varied 
images of God to describe their understanding of and relationship with the Divine. 
A few of the respondents replied that God provided strength for them when they 
experienced loss or tragedy in their lives. God helps them through difficult times and can 
help carry their burdens. Between the first and second interviews, Joseph experienced 
 
 
 
 
 
 
239 
trials that he did not anticipate. A fire started in his dairy barn, killing a significant 
portion of his cattle herd and completely destroying his dairy business. Additionally, 
while cleaning up the remnants from the fire, his brother, who worked with him on the 
farm, injured himself. The injury became infected, and as a result of the infection he 
suffered a stroke, forcing him to be hospitalized for months. Joseph reflected on God’s 
role in helping him through this trying time: 
Without [God], I would have probably have been nuts after that barn fire. 
He’s helped me keep my sanity. Yep. And there’s still a big hole in my 
life, I’ll tell you that. But, uh, I’ve been able to function. And I do think 
that’s one of the reasons my brother went down like he did, was just, you 
know, wasn’t quite as faithful as I was. (Joseph, Second Interview, 
January 2017) 
 
Joseph was one of a few respondents who commented that God’s presence in his life 
helped his mental stability in light of tragedy. Lucy and Rachel, who had recently been 
widowed, both mentioned that God’s presence in their lives helped them mentally get 
through such a difficult period.  
Interestingly, Joseph also expressed that God supports those who are “faithful” 
and may not demonstrate the same amount of grace to those who are not as “faithful,” 
like his brother. Some of the interviewees, like Joseph, acknowledged that God can also 
be vengeful or the arbiter of judgment on people’s actions or lack of belief. God brings 
judgment against you if you do not do the right thing, according to Pamela and Ashley.   
Ashley: Do things as if God is watching. 
Pamela: Oh yeah, boy, ‘cause if you know if you don’t…He’s gonna get 
you one way or the other someday. When it’s time for me to go, I would 
like to go with a clean slate… (First Interview, June 2017) 
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Similar to Joseph’s comments, Ashley and Pamela demonstrate the judging and vengeful 
side of God who will punish those who are not faithful to God’s will. The desire to be 
faithful, then, is a motivating factor in doing what is right in the sight of God, or behaving 
morally or ethically. 
Personal behavior guided by God’s will should also have an effect on how people 
view themselves in relationship with the rest of community, especially given the concern 
for maintaining community expressed throughout the interviews. Pamela connected her 
idea of God’s will to building community and helping others: 
…[God]’s helping me become a better person by helping someone else…I 
have problems, but there’s other people that have a lot worse problems 
than I do. But He’s shown me what to do and I’ve been doing it for almost 
12 years. (Pamela, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
As concern for others in the community was an important part of respondents’ identities 
in a rural context, I found it interesting that many of them did not connect this need with 
their understanding of the Divine when they were asked a direct question about it. Lucy 
responded that her faith guided her decisions insofar as those decisions did not harm 
others, and others expressed a similar sentiment, but few made the direct connection that 
Pamela expressed about her calling in the world to serve others and become a better 
person.  
 Interviewees emphasized the feeling of a personal relationship with the Divine in 
their descriptions of the role God played in their everyday lives. Many discussed feeling 
the presence of God in their lives, often through the Holy Spirit, as a guiding or nudging 
force. God is also present as a support, especially for those who experience difficult 
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times. God’s actions as a guiding force or a support do not prevent people from making 
their own choices, however, and sometimes those choices do not align with God’s will. 
Respondents indicated that human ethical and moral behavior should be based on the will 
of God, but sometimes people fail to act in moral or ethical ways. Despite interviewees 
emphasis on community life throughout their interviews, many did not make a direct 
connection between their relationship with God and their ethical behavior toward others 
as a part of their faith. If people in these communities do not see their faith as a 
foundational part of their responses to problems in the community, it may inhibit a 
Christian ethical response to the ecological justice issues their communities face.  
Faith and Decisions 
“I don’t think that people realize that God in that entity [the Holy Spirit] is a real 
talker…But I would hope and I would pray that more of us listen…But I don’t think He 
ever shuts up to try to influence people to do the right thing.” (Martha) 
 
Respondents also reflected on how their faith informs individual and communal 
decisions in their lives. Many, like Martha, indicated that the Holy Spirit is an active 
guiding force, “poking” or “nudging” them in the right direction. However the overall 
sentiment from the interviewees was that God informs but does not dictate a person’s 
actions. Interviewees specified that God attempts to influence them, but they must 
actively choose to follow God’s direction. In light of this, some respondents also 
admitted that they did not consider their faith as much as they should in some cases. 
Joseph simply quoted “What would Jesus do?” to me when I asked him how his faith 
influences his decision-making. Some others cited specific Biblical or theological ideas 
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when it came to faith’s involvement in their decision-making processes. Two mentioned 
the Ten Commandments as guiding faith tenets, while others cited the Golden Rule (“Do 
unto others as you would have them do unto you”) as their guiding faith principle.  
 For the clergy, I asked what messages they hoped that congregants took with them 
when they left the worship service on a Sunday morning. Paula, a Lutheran pastor in 
Sullivan County, brought up a common theme among the clergy responses: challenging 
their congregants to think about how the scripture applies to their life. 
…I like to challenge people. I don’t…I try not to give them answers. But I 
like to challenge them and have them think about things. You know? And 
my sermons reflect that. I don’t ever say ‘Well, you should never do this.’ 
Or ‘You should never do that.’ (Paula, Second Sullivan Focus Group, 
November 2017) 
 
Other clergy expressed the same sort of free-will decision-making on the part of their 
congregation members. Congregants share the responsibility of applying the messages 
offered in worship to their decisions outside of the church. Their application must be 
authentic to their own contexts and experiences. Challenging people arose again and 
again as a theme throughout the clergy reflections. Many of the clergy commented on 
asking people to engage deeply with their faith when it comes to the rest of their lives 
outside the walls of the church. Karen provided a similar commentary to Paula’s on what 
she communicates through Sunday worship: 
I hope I give them something that’s going to bug the heck out of them all 
week…I know that a nudge or a word or something that’s going to follow 
them and they’re going to say ‘oh yeah,’ or (higher tone) ‘oh yeah!’ or 
something that, something through the service, not necessarily what I say, 
but potentially, because I’m the one that talks the most. (laughs) 
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Something…moving that will haunt them, essentially. (Karen, Bradford 
Second Focus Group, November 2017) 
 
The clergy strove to challenge their parishioners with new ideas or concepts that might 
not fit into the mold of the way things have always been done in the in the church and in 
the community. In fact, they saw this as part of their vocational callings – to bring the 
word of God to the people and have the people be able to apply it to their lives in a 
contextualized manner. 
Faith and Morality 
“Well, like, do unto others as you would have them do unto you. That’s always 
been…my mother always quoted that to me.” (Pamela) 
 
Reflecting on God’s role in the decision-making process triggered most of the 
respondents to name ethical principles and virtues they upheld. Some of the respondents 
indicated that they relied more heavily on their faith for certain decisions, while other 
decisions were more “secular” in nature. Walter, given his involvement in local politics, 
asserted that he had to hold “secular values” and “faith values” in tension with each other, 
determining when or to what extent to use each: 
…I mean you go through some really tough decisions that you have to 
weigh secular values against faith values. And in some cases, because of 
the position you’re in, or the position, I’m in, unfortunately, much as I 
may not like, I may have to take the secular view, because…I’m obligated 
to uphold the laws of the Commonwealth…(Walter, First Interview, May 
2017) 
 
Walter’s dynamic understanding of secular and faith values was much more nuanced than 
some of the other themes about morality that emerged from the data. In his second 
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interview, when asked about whether concerns about faith, economics, and environment 
overlap, Walter proposed a fluid, interconnected understanding of how all of these ideas 
fit together: 
Well, everything is, everything is totally interrelated… What you have, I 
think, is the problem when you look at silos [of ideas], you would sit there 
and say…you know, faith is over here, and works are over here, and 
environment concerns are over here, and you know…no, it’s all blended. 
Now where do you spend more of your time within those interrelated…to 
me they’re all interrelated in this kind of thing, you know, not on top of 
each other, they’re not 100% related, you know…you’ve got…[I: Kind of 
like a Venn Diagram?] Yeah…you spend your time, no matter what you 
do, you’re not going to spend your time 100%, unless you’re Christ, in 
faith. (Walter, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
Walter articulates the ways that interconnection between environment, economics, and 
faith need to be understood as complementary but still dynamic. Interpretation of 
situations, decision-making, and weighing pros and cons sometimes requires 
consideration of faith, but sometimes faith takes a backseat to more pressing issues. To 
Walter, only Christ is capable of doing everything 100% in faith. Regular people are 
incapable of this way of life. 
Other lay respondents asserted their sense of truthfulness and honesty as 
important parts of how faith influences their thoughts about morality. As discussed in the 
community section, people residing in these counties value trustworthiness and honesty 
within their communities. Neighbors trust each other because they anticipate kindness 
they have shown will be returned to them. Not harming others and helping others when 
possible were popular responses as well when it came to the way faith influences 
individual and communal decision-making processes. Determining what is God’s will, 
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however, challenged respondents. As stated earlier, some mentioned the Ten 
Commandments or the Golden Rule as guiding principles for how they bring faith into 
their decision-making, but others only referred to a feeling of God guiding them in a 
particular direction as their motivating force in making decisions. 
I think [God] kind of pushes you towards the…I’m not going to say what 
he wants you to do, but, um, being a more Christian person. As far as how 
you treat other people…how you treat the land that we live on…I think He 
kind of nudges (laughs).” (Lucy, Second Interview, November 2017) 
 
Lucy’s response shares something similar to Walter’s understanding of the human 
position in decision making – God’s not going to do it for you or proscribe exactly how 
you must act. Human beings have a responsibility to consider what would be the correct 
faith decision, but also have contextual considerations to make in light of the decision 
that must be made.  
 Clergy, in reflecting on the role of worship on congregant’s everyday lives, 
commented that they hoped what happened inside the walls of the church on Sunday had 
a lasting transformative effect on the lives and actions of their members: 
…there’s something transformative about being in fellowship with their 
brothers and sisters that allows the presence of God to be felt more deeply. 
That would then lead to that transformation individually, which I believe 
also eventually leads to a more communal and worldly transformation as 
more lives are impacted. (Brian, Bradford Second Focus Group, 
November 2017) 
 
Faith transformation starts at the individual level, then expands to affect the community, 
and eventually the world, according to Brian. Brian followed up this statement by stating 
that much of what he focuses on in his preaching is “doing stuff in the community, which 
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takes place outside of that hour [of worship].” Brian’s connection between transformation 
within the worship service and action in the world exhibits how the clergy understand 
their congregants to bring their faith into the world. This approach encourages 
congregants to express their faith authentically and to reach out to others in the 
community.  
Conclusion 
 The communities of Bradford and Sullivan Counties are small, close-knit, and 
rural. People residing in these communities trust, know, and rely on each other, especially 
when times get tough. Among those interviewed for the case study, lay people have a 
strong connection with their church as a place to volunteer, find community, and worship 
God. The introduction of fracking to the area has provided benefits (albeit some only 
short-term) individually and communally. It has also harmed the area economically, 
environmentally, and socially in many complex and interrelated ways. Interviewees 
expressed some negative associations with environmentalism as a movement and way of 
looking at the world but at the same time embrace some sustainable practices, like 
renewable energy and reusable dinnerware. However, sustainable practices bring to light 
the tensions that exist between maintaining traditions that sustain the communities and 
needing to embrace social and technological advancements which can make the area 
more appealing to businesses and younger residents. Clergy, aware of the dynamics 
present within the community when it comes to economics and social factors, wish to 
challenge the community to think beyond the way things have always been done. While 
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Christianity is an important part of all of the respondent’s lives, they share a reasonable 
understanding about their personal responsibility in making decisions that align with 
God’s will.  
 This case study demonstrates the complex nature of the issue of fracking within 
these communities and how people have responded to it. Economic, environmental, 
social, and religious factors all influence decisions to fluctuating degrees, and while the 
majority of people are not struggling because of the fracking industry’s presence in their 
community, they are still concerned about the long-term environmental, economic, and 
social effects for people and their communities. Christianity is understood to be an 
undergirding and directing force in most of the respondents’ lives. When it comes to 
articulating ethical actions and behaviors, most rely on a feeling of doing the right thing 
in relation to the Divine rather than being able to state what an ethical action for the 
community might look like. Even those who expressed Christian theological statements 
or tenets like the Ten Commandments or the Golden Rule as ethical guides were unable 
to connect them to the specific context of fracking within their communities.  
In the next chapter, I explore how the use of intersectional dialectics and a middle axiom 
approach can provide an ethical framework to address the tensions present in this 
particular context of ecological injustice as an example of contextualized ecological 
ethics.  Such an approach can assist people in making more intentional and fully 
informed decisions about ethical action.
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CHAPTER 5: A CONTEXTUALIZED DIALECTICAL ECOLOGICAL 
ETHICAL ANALYSIS: SULLIVAN AND BRADFORD COUNTIES  
 The case study in Bradford and Sullivan Counties demonstrate that ecological 
justice issues are complex and the problems created by them do not have easy solutions. 
The combination of economic and environmental concerns with other social factors shape 
a range of individual and communal worldviews that make change appear daunting and 
outsider advice seem untrustworthy. The communities initially viewed the development 
of fracking wells by the oil and gas industry as an economic blessing, but then 
experienced economic insecurity as royalty payments shrank. The process of fracking 
also led to many questions about potential effects on the surrounding environment as well 
as internal conflicts for people who felt they could not trust either the gas companies or 
the perspectives of environmentalists. The interviewees also expressed the importance of 
closeness, insularity, and traditions as qualities they like about their communities. 
Leaders in the communities mentioned that in order for the region to survive 
economically, they will need to invest in technological advances and social changes. 
While residents of these rural areas have a deep appreciation for the natural world that 
surrounds them, several of the laity only expressed concern about the environment 
insomuch as it can be useful for human consumption. Although some respondents found 
connection between the Divine and the natural world, they admitted that they often 
overlook this connection in favor of economic gain. Faith is a central part of life for 
people living in these communities because it provides support in difficult times. Faith 
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also connects residents with one another to provide a larger social safety net. However, 
interviewees expressed that they do not necessarily consider their faith when 
encountering what they perceive to be “secular” conversations or decisions. All of these 
factors contribute to how residents are able to respond to the complex problems within 
their communities, and the result can be short-term positive outcomes with long-term 
negative consequences. 
 As discussed in Chapter One, the task of modern Christian social ethics is to 
connect theological ethical claims with people’s lived experiences. Christian Scharen and 
Ann Marie Vigen’s research of ethnography as an effective tool for this type of 
contextualization emphasizes the importance of considering the actions and beliefs of 
Christians and their communities in the development of ethical claims.333 Willis Jenkins 
similarly asserts that while ethical claims and actions that develop out of lived Christian 
experience may be messy or incomplete, the galvanizing force behind them is a 
community’s wisdom and traditions.334 In order for a Christian ethical framework to be 
effective for people who experience situations of ecological and economic injustice, 
residents of affected communities must be willing to accept that the values developed 
through their religious beliefs must play a role in their daily lives. While this may appear 
to be an obvious statement, the interviews in Bradford and Sullivan Counties reveal that 
knowing how and when to employ faith-based values to a situation can prove 
                                                        
333. Christian Scharen and Ann Marie Vigen, Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics, 67. 
334. Willis Jenkins, The Future of Ethics, 95. 
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challenging. For example, Walter spoke of a dynamic fluctuating interaction between 
faith and secular values in his consideration of social, economic, and environmental 
issues. He plainly stated that he could not bring his religious values into his local 
government position, but also felt that he should consider his faith more in certain 
personal situations than he currently does. His perspective, which divides morality into 
contrasting categories, reveals a limited way of understanding how Christian ethics can 
inform decision-making regarding society, economics, and the environment.  
Personally-held beliefs about care for others and care for the Earth do not have to 
be sequestered to conversations within the walls of the church during a worship service or 
a Bible study. A tension exists between who the Christian is in relationship with God and 
who they are is in the sight of the world when considering ethical behaviors. The error 
lies in understanding these forms of the self to be two separate identities, when they are 
actually matrix of interrelated identities that shape a person into who he or she is. From a 
Lutheran dialectical standpoint, who we are in the world and who we are before God are 
a part of what it means to be a Christian and ultimately a human being. Our actions in the 
world are tied to our faith by the gift of grace that God endows upon us and which we, 
thereby, extend into the world.  
 An effective Christian ecological ethical framework must address the tensions 
found within specific contexts of ecological injustice and enable people to identify how 
those tensions influence each other. The act of reflection upon the self, God, the 
community, and the Earth assists those affected in developing principles to assist their 
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communities in the best ways possible. In this chapter, I engage the expanded theological 
anthropological approach of Caryn D. Riswold discussed in Chapter Two with the results 
of the case study of Bradford and Sullivan Counties. By utilizing redefined coram-
relationships as organizing categories of interrelated relationships, I show how their 
development can inform ethical behavior in these particular communities. With this 
knowledge, members of the community can begin a collaborative process through the 
development of middle axioms for their particular contexts. I demonstrate how such a 
framework can be employed to encourage sustainable practices within communities 
through deep relational knowledge of the self with God, humanity, and the Earth.  
Coram Deo: Relationships with God 
 In Chapter Two, I highlighted ways in which Riswold’s Feminist Lutheran 
theological anthropology could be expanded to serve as a framework for Christian 
ecological ethics. Riswold’s use of the four coram relationships found throughout 
Luther’s writing (coram Deo, coram meipso, coram homnibius, and coram mundo) 
demonstrate an intersectional-type approach to understanding how people’s personhood 
is developed through their relationships within these four categories. Coram Deo, human 
existence in the sight of God, implies the importance of the righteousness and grace of 
God that is extended freely through faith.335 God is the source of all and is the grounding 
element of all human life upon which humanity can rely. God’s grace ultimately frees the 
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Christian to act through faith in the world. In reviewing the coram Deo relationship, I 
assert that for the purposes of an eco-justice ethic, people must also recognize their 
relationship with the Divine through the natural world. By holding a sacramental or 
panentheistic view of God, who is at the same time both transcendent and immanent, 
people are able to feel a sense of God’s presence in the world and are motivated to care 
for the Earth. 
 The laity in Bradford and Sullivan Counties expressed a distinct sense that they 
were always in the presence of God. Lucy, Rachel, and Joseph identified that their 
understanding of the Divine relationship as a source for solace and stability helped them 
through the difficult times they faced in experiencing loss. Others expressed an 
expectation of judgment from God in the afterlife based on what they had done in their 
lives. The assertion of works-righteousness appeared throughout the interviews, 
independent of the denominational identities of the individuals. Even though many of the 
respondents identified as Lutheran or attended a Lutheran church (seven of the ten), the 
notion of earning one’s salvation was strong with many of the respondents. Following 
rules, like the Ten Commandments or the golden rule, presented clear structures of how 
to behave in the world. When asked to provide examples of faith informing decision-
making processes, some of the respondents automatically named these rules as the 
guideposts on which they rely. However, an ethical system that relies solely on rules does 
not lend itself well to nuanced responses to complicated contexts. An honest picture of 
the human situation recognizes that even though people may claim to use biblical sources 
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as rules that dictate their actions and decisions, most are unable to do so fully. Decisions 
in the real world are rarely clear cut or simple. Instead, people use a variety of sources to 
inform the decisions they make, whether consciously or unconsciously. 
 Many named the penetrating and guiding force of the Holy Spirit in their lives as 
a guiding force. Their descriptions of the Holy Spirit brings in an element of dynamic 
presence of the Divine in the world for people living in these communities. Many of the 
lay responses involving the Holy Spirit had to do with the decision-making process – 
feeling prodded or nudged in the right direction. This sense of the Divine as immanently 
present in the world and concerned about creation leads to a possible connection with a 
spirit-infused, or even panentheistic, view of the world. Linking the connection between a 
sense of awe and wonder with an understanding of the Divine presence in and through 
the world, then could garner more respect for the world as an expression of the Divine. 
The immanence of the Divine presence through the Holy Spirit could be expanded to 
encompass the material world in order to generate an effective eco-justice worldview.  
An ethical approach that emphasizes the immediacy of the Divine in the natural 
world may be challenging for some, who may view it as a non-Christian or pagan act. 
However, at the same time some of the members of the community expressed that they 
do feel a close connection of the Divine with the world they experience. A sacramental 
understanding of place enables individuals to feel comfortable with the tension of 
perceiving God as wholly other as well as wholly present. A sacramental place, as 
ecological ethicist John Hart defines it, is “a place that reveals signs of the transcendent 
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and immanent creating Spirit.”336 Understanding nature to have sacred value that is 
connected to the Divine, but does not fully represent the Divine, helps individuals to 
develop a sense of reverence for the natural world. 
Only two of the interviewees, Martha and Lucy, expressed that they felt a 
connection with the Divine through their interactions with the natural world. 
Interestingly, both were also women and one, Martha, even identified the environment 
with “God’s feminine side, Mother Nature.”337 While this was a small sampling of 
members of the community, the fact that two women were the ones to closely identify 
God with nature, with the beauty and awe inspired by it, raises a question about gender 
influences. Did these women have experiences that made them feel a greater connection 
to nature? The scope of this study did not allow me to delve deeper into the experiences 
of women in the county, but these two felt a kinship or strong connection with the Divine 
through nature. The fact that they spontaneously identified this understanding provides a 
starting point from which further connection with the Divine could be explored. 
Interviewees also expressed a view of God as the creator and source of all things. This 
perspective is not in opposition to the view that Martha and Lucy described, but offers a 
broader connection of the Divine with the Earth. If individuals and communities 
undertake a greater amount of reflection on their relationships with the Divine in relation 
to the Earth, it could lead to a deeper connection with and ethical action for the Earth. 
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 The clergy in both counties expressed a desire for the presence of God to 
challenge or even “haunt” the members of their congregations throughout the week after 
attending worship services on Sunday. They advocated for a self-engaged understanding 
of the human-God relationship, in which individuals take something away from their 
experiences in communal worship or in activities in the church and apply them in the rest 
of the world. As Methodist pastor Brian stated in the second focus group:  
“…there’s something transformative about being in fellowship with their 
brothers and sisters that allows the presence of God to be felt more deeply. 
That would then lead to that transformation individually, which I believe 
also eventually leads to a more communal and worldly transformation as 
more lives are impacted.” (Brian, Second Bradford focus group, 
November 2017) 
 
Brian and the other clergy pointed to worship as a centralizing force around which 
congregants feel or experience God in a communal way. They also desire that members 
of their congregations will take their feelings of the experience of God out into the world 
with them. Many of the clergy cited the engagement of their congregation members in 
volunteerism and fundraising for relief in catastrophes as signs of this kind of work. 
 Developing a relationship with the Divine who can be understood as immanently 
present can enhance people’s respect for the natural world. It means shifting people’s 
focus away from God’s judgment at the end of one’s life, which some lay people 
expressed, to valuing Divine presence and guidance in everyday life. In the context of the 
case study, respondents demonstrated that they understand God as related to creation, 
either as the source of all that is created and/or as a presence within creation itself. The 
latter view is seen in Martha and Lucy’s comments cited above. People’s decision-
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making processes could be further aided through emphasizing already established 
conceptions of the Divine as related to the Earth that leads to valuing the Earth. Such a 
grounding in the Divine also allows people to reflect on who they are as a person and 
child of God in the world. 
Coram Meipso: Relationships with Self 
 A next step in the contextual ecological ethical framework is to define and 
understand the self at one’s own innermost level. Knowledge of the self is very important 
in feeling empowered to make a change. Often, however, people do not engage in the 
kind of self-reflection that can assist them becoming more authentic versions of 
themselves. Fear of challenging the status quo or the threat of becoming too consumed 
with the self can prevent people from participating in deep personal contemplation. In 
one sense, reflecting on the self also connects one with God, through determining God’s 
calling of what one is meant to do in the world, sometimes referred to as one’s 
vocation.338 In the Lutheran tradition, a vocation is more than just an occupation. It is 
one’s purpose in the world as ordained by God. Riswold emphasizes that the notion of 
vocation connects a person’s knowledge of themselves to their responsibilities in the 
world as a representative of the Divine.339 A person’s inner-most self is expressed 
through their vocation in the tasks, relationships, duties, and roles they enact in their 
lives. In addition to a vocational calling, people also possess multiple identities shaped by 
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their relationships with others, the immediate contexts in which they live, socioeconomic 
factors, occupation, and personal attributes, such as gender, race, and age. An 
investigation of vocational calling and the many factors that shape identity performed by 
people encourages them to see how their particular position within the community could 
contribute to ethical actions.  
Vocational discernment connects God’s calling with internal exploration that 
ultimately results in engagement with the world. Discernment is a long, on-going process 
requiring continuously engagement from people to be effective in guiding their decisions 
and actions in the world. Encouragement of vocational discernment as a method of 
understanding a person’s calling in the world by those in religious leadership positions 
can help people see themselves as living in constant dialogue with God and self. Self-
reflection also means meditating on the true person who lies beneath the mask that is 
presented to the rest of the world.340 It involves acknowledging the points of privilege 
and oppression that people experience simply by being who they are in the world, and 
how their being is shaped by the color of their skin, gender, abilities, and/or nationality. 
Riswold claims that this recognition enables people to discover their vocational calling in 
the world to seek justice.341 
 As an outside observer coming into a new community, I cannot articulate the self-
knowledge of the persons I encountered. However, from what the interviewees shared 
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with me and what I observed, I can highlight some external identities that residents 
possessed. First, one clear identity that I can ascribe to over 90% of the lay interviewees 
and the clergy is that they are white. Living in the United States today, the privilege that 
accompanies having white skin is not something that can be ignored. Some may, in fact, 
argue that fracking in Pennsylvania is not an ecological injustice issue because there is 
not a particularly racial factor associated with it. However, the economic situation in the 
area does contribute to the injustice experienced.  
The issue of whiteness is likely a factor in the experience of the Pennsylvania 
communities, but not an immediately visible one. The oil and gas companies appeared to 
be offering a major benefit to the all-white landowners by paying sizeable down 
payments to access the area underneath their properties, especially for those who were 
struggling economically. To consider the role of whiteness, one needs to ask if the same 
sort of practice would have occurred if the people were brown, or black, or American 
Indian.342 Centuries of white property ownership as a right in the United States permeates 
rights for some to have access and control over land while others have their land taken 
away from them because of their ethnicity.  
                                                        
342. Tink Tinker, “American Indian Liberation: Paddling a Canoe Upstream,” in The 
Reemergence of Liberation Theologies: Models for the Twenty-First Century, ed. Thia Cooper (New York: 
Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 61–66. Tinker points out the ways that American Indians have been influenced 
by Western Euro-centric thought since the 19th century to uphold such values as private property, but that 
individuals who identify as American Indian should reclaim their heritage and culture including their 
connection with the land. 
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In the past (and even into the present), when corporations, and sometimes the U.S. 
government, want natural commodities they believe to be theirs, they will go about any 
means to obtain it. The case of Standing Rock, South Dakota, and the Standing Rock 
people is the most recent attack on the sovereignty of American Indian land by the U.S. 
government. By building the Dakota Access pipeline through the Standing Rock 
reservation, the U.S. Government threatened the people’s access to clean water as well as 
disrupting their strong connection with the land. The fight came to a head in late 2016 
when the National Guard and other state officials turned against peaceful protesters with 
water guns, rubber bullets and percussion grenades.343 In contrast with that scene is the 
relative civility with which residents in Pennsylvania were treated regarding their land 
ownership. While the payments promised to the property owners in Pennsylvania did not 
continue at the rate they were promised, which is an injustice, the oil and gas companies 
maintained an initial respect of the residents by offering them down payments to use their 
property. While difficult, acknowledging the privilege that comes with being white is an 
identity that will be an important self-reflection for residents. 
A second identity that emerged through the interview conversations and focus 
group discussions was the sense of individualism with which many of the residents of the 
area identified. While residents feel it is important to support others within their 
community when help is needed, some people also expressed a value of taking care of 
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oneself and minding one’s own business. Additionally, many expressed that larger social 
structures, like the government, should be there to support but not be too involved in the 
lives of individuals. Wariness of concentrated power structures or too much involvement 
in other’s lives fosters a pattern in which most people keep to themselves and seek 
solutions after problems occur rather than taking preventative measures to address larger 
societal problems. Such a focus on one’s own needs complicates people’s ability to 
engage complex issues that involve social, economic, and environmental considerations. 
These issues are too complicated to address with simple individual solutions, but require 
consideration and action at a larger social level in order for effective change to take place. 
Attached to this individualism is also the notion of private property and property 
ownership. Clergy and laity both expressed that what someone does on their property is 
their business; people should not try to dictate how others behave. The clergy expressed 
some conflict over this attitude, however. Michael, a clergy person in Sullivan County, 
connected individual property ownership and privacy with a broad definition of 
stewardship as a justification for why people had not exercised caution in allowing 
fracking to occur in their community. Paula countered his assertion of land ownership as 
a private, individual act with the notion that everything is God’s: 
Michael: As far as what people do with their property, it is their 
property. And… 
Paula: Although, it really isn’t, because we’re…everything we 
have is on loan…. 
Michael: Yes, and I just, what I just said is in the context of what I 
said earlier, that it belongs to God, but God has given this piece to 
you and he’s asking you to take care of it. It’s not my job to take 
care of your property. 
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If people do not have a sense of shared responsibility for the Earth, even if people 
understand themselves to be stewards of God’s creation, effective environmental change 
is not possible. Lay and clergy people both emphasized a responsibility to God to care for 
the Earth, but their notion is limited to individual responsibility, with little or no sense of 
how the responsibility might extend to the rest of the community.  
In the interviews, people linked their individualism with their definitions of 
“country” or “rural” life. Living in a rural area is another aspect that defined the identities 
of interviewees, informing a sense of rugged individualism but also defining the choices 
they have made and continue to make as part of a rural community. The people I 
interviewed indicated that living in a rural area requires a certain mindset which includes 
being willing to do without, to do with less, or even being prepared to die because of lack 
of access to emergency services and nearby hospitals. These choices are a conscious 
trade-off residents make for the peacefulness and beauty of living in a rural area. 
Residents of these rural locations also value the privacy that such a context affords them. 
The privacy residents seek limits the amount to which . The clergy, many of whom were 
not originally from the area, stated, it is difficult to penetrate into the real lives of the 
residents as an outsider. People who had moved into the communities expressed that 
residents tended to hold on to the past and only welcomed them to a certain extent. At the 
same time, this individualism prevents people from ever really truly identifying 
themselves to their neighbors. The tension of being “known” in the community and the 
desire to keep some things to oneself constantly fluctuate in the lives of residents. What 
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people “know” about a person may not always be an accurate depiction of how that 
person sees him/herself. Additionally, it can be difficult for people to define themselves 
in new ways outside of how community views them or their family based on communal 
memories. 
Residents also expressed facets of their identities related to economics and 
economic stability. While most of the respondents were comfortable in naming that the 
community as a whole struggled or that specific groups of people, like farmers, struggled 
economically, most did not place themselves in those categories. Some mentioned that 
money had been tight or that the down payments from the oil and gas companies allowed 
them to live more comfortably, but most were hesitant to identify themselves as 
impoverished.  Many of the interview respondents were retired or elderly and did not see 
themselves as poor. They may also have been aware of others who were worse off 
economically than they were, so they did not identify themselves as economically 
deprived. Of course, all of the lay people interviewed also owned their property with the 
exception of Ashley, who was still living with her parents. The interviewees had an 
economic advantage in that they did not feel the pressures of the housing issues that arose 
due to rental prices increasing. However, living in a disadvantaged community takes a 
toll on the residents whether they outwardly recognize it or not. Throughout the 
interviews, residents indicated that their communities were struggling because of the lack 
of jobs and the lack of young people in the area.  
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The sense of disadvantage was particularly poignant for Pamela, who worked 
closely with those who were suffering economically.  
…I feel their pain. You know? Years, and years, and years ago we were, 
my family, my kids and I and my husband were in a bad place, I mean, we 
didn't have much, you know. We were having trouble, struggling to make 
ends meet. And there weren't these groups around, and I thought, boy, if 
only there had been. How many people could have been helped? And 
it's...Now there is, we're going to keep it going somehow. (Pamela, Second 
Interview, November 2017) 
 
Pamela expressed a deep emotional connection with those whom she served through the 
parachurch social service agency. She could see the economic struggles they faced. 
Although economics is an external factor that shapes people’s lives, it can still 
dramatically affect how they define and see themselves in light of the rest of the world.  
Another facet of identity discussed in the interviews and focus groups was the 
importance of being responsible and in service to others in the community. Even though 
many of the interviewees were retired, they still had a sense of purpose most usually 
expressed through volunteerism. Whether they did formal volunteering through the 
historical society or simply helped cook meals for the mid-week community Lenten 
service, all of the respondents expressed the importance of supporting their neighbors and 
the community as a central part of their daily life. This drive is not born out of economic 
gain, but a feeling of tradition and service deeply ingrained within the community. Some 
of those interviewed claimed that this drive toward volunteering was tied to a specific 
generational expectation of doing things for others, which they did not observe in the 
younger generation. When people acknowledge the gifts and talents they possess as 
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individuals, they are able to share them with the rest of the community. Volunteering is 
one way to accomplish this. However, seeing one’s self as tied to the lives and well-being 
of others remains in tension with the desires of individualism. The residents of Bradford 
and Sullivan County certainly support one another, but they do so in ways that maintain 
distance from one another. 
One identity that did not emerge in the responses from clergy and laity was a 
close connection with the Earth as central to their understanding of themselves. The 
closest many of the respondents and the clergy were in connecting human beings with 
creation was through the notion of stewardship. The exchange between Michael and 
Paula cited earlier draws on this concept. Human beings are responsible for tending to the 
Earth in God’s stead, but ultimately everything belongs to God. A stewardship model of 
the human-creation relationship is a popular way within Christian churches to advocate 
for environmental thought, but it perpetuates the idea that human beings are somehow 
separate from the Earth rather than interconnected with it. Stewardship also does not 
necessarily connote a sense of justice for the Earth, only care. Caring for creation is 
important, but can also just lead to lip service instead of action, or to a valuing of the 
Earth only for human benefit. Feeling a strong connection with the Earth means that 
whatever harms the Earth also harms the individual. Through identifying the self as a 
part of rather than in control of the Earth, the relationship shifts to mutuality with the 
Earth and its systems rather than domination. 
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In my development of a contextual ecological ethical framework, I emphasize the 
importance of understanding the self as a part of creation rather than separate from it. The 
physical material that constitutes the human body – the elements, atoms, molecules that 
bind us together – are indeed, the stuff of stars that the planet we inhabit. Even through a 
biblical lens, humanity is connected to the Earth in the creation narrative. Humans are 
adamah – made from the Earth.344 Recognizing this deep connection with the Earth 
enables people to see it as an extension of themselves. They are ultimately dependent on 
the Earth for their existence and take responsibility for it as an extension of their 
relationship with the Divine.  
Self-reflection is probably the most difficult of the relationships to encounter 
because it requires people to be deeply honest with themselves. People may uncover 
challenging or hurtful aspects of their lives and their identities. These hurtful aspects are 
important to address, but can be challenging to face. However, people can experience 
personal growth through engaging in self-reflection. Stronger knowledge of the self and 
the circumstances that surround that self-knowledge can empower change because it 
allows people to understand how they fit into the larger social structures present in the 
world. Although the responses from those I interviewed provided some insight into the 
observable tensions that exist in their identities, my retelling of their outwardly visible 
identities does not describe the internal knowledge each person has about themselves. 
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True self-knowledge must come from the individual and then can inform other 
relationships. 
Coram Homnibus: Relationships with Humanity 
Ecological justice issues affect human communities as well as non-human 
communities. Coram homnibius invites Christians to understand themselves in 
relationship with others. This coram relationship calls into question how relationships 
with other persons, cultures, and traditions also create greater complexity in personal 
identities and how relationships with others necessitate being in service to them as a 
calling from God. In Bradford and Sullivan Counties, residents enjoy the close-knit 
quality of their communities, especially in the ways it provides support for individual 
community members. However, community relationships also have downsides. Residents 
exclude people they consider “outsiders” in order to preserve their community traditions 
and social order. Despite a sense of being close to their neighbors, people are still 
individualistic when it comes to making decisions about economics or the environment. 
This section explores the nature of interpersonal relationships in Bradford and Sullivan 
Counties and the potential for building upon the strong relationships in these 
communities to understand human beings as an inextricable part of the wider Earth 
community. 
Interviewees’ relationships with other individuals were easily identifiable in the 
case study, and those relationships reveal some of the clearest descriptions of the tensions 
present in each community. Perhaps this is because human beings can identify with 
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human relationships more readily that non-human ones. Interviewees reported their 
relationships with others through their daily interactions: who they talked to, waved at, 
helped, or even who they perceived as outsiders, like the gas workers. Because the 
communities studied were relatively small, the chances of people knowing or at least 
being acquainted with other residents were high. Interviewees emphasized that people 
also take care of each other in these communities, a quality they contrasted with urban 
areas, which they described as uncaring and unsympathetic. In these communities, people 
connect through the ease of knowing each other as neighbors. The neighbor relationship 
is defined through actions of being supportive and reliable. Many of the respondents, like 
Rachel, cited that, while knowing who your neighbors are is a positive aspect of living in 
such a small community, it comes at an expense; people sometimes hold onto information 
that can be personally damaging or create rifts within the community for unnecessary 
reasons. The downside to being in a tight-knit community is loss of anonymity.  
 Anonymity is not the only cost associated with having a tight-knit community. 
The closeness and insular nature of the community also makes it harder for people who 
are perceived as “outsiders” to come in and be accepted as part of the community. Many 
of the clergy members expressed a sentiment of never fully being included in the 
community as many of them came in as outsiders to serve the churches. The laity who 
had relocated to the area expressed similar sentiments of never really feeling fully 
accepted by long-term residents, who were unable to let go of the legacies of family 
members or previous residents who no longer lived in the area. Clergy also reported 
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residents’ distrust and negative feelings toward the gas and oil workers who worked and 
lived in their communities, especially in Bradford County.  
The clergy pointed out that members of the community viewed the gas workers as 
a “them” and would frequently blame any problems in the community on the gas 
workers’ presence.345 The negative feelings toward the workers became entangled with 
social problems, like increased traffic and crime, as well as economic issues, including 
increases in housing prices. While the clergy members stated that they wanted to be 
welcoming in their churches to the gas workers, they also cited that the workers did not 
want to become a part of the community, given the transient nature of their work. 
Workers would appear out of nowhere one day and then a few weeks later they would 
leave almost overnight to go to the next drilling location. The fluctuating nature of the 
relationship of a growing and shrinking population destabilized the community traditions 
and social connections that had been present in the communities prior to the gas 
companies arriving.  
The sentiment of insularity also carried over to individual feelings about city 
versus rural living. Over and over again, lay respondents cited that living in a city was too 
impersonal and that the level of care and concern among people was much lower in an 
                                                        
345. Clergy members in Bradford and Sullivan Counties identified that members of their 
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urban area than living in a close-knit rural community. However, the reality of the 
situation is that these areas, particularly Sullivan County, will need to be attractive to 
businesses and younger people in order to continue, as the population continues to age 
and younger people move away. The tensions between wanting to be a small community 
in which everyone knows and supports everyone else, and wanting to be an economically 
viable community emerged in my interviews with Walter and Fred, who both function in 
local government positions in each of their counties. An influx of new residents would 
also shift social and cultural structures challenging the traditions that are important to the 
communities. 
It became clear through the interviews and focus groups that members of these 
particular communities understood the idea of neighbor as location-based and as 
involving service to one another. When asked about the best things having to do with the 
communities, the majority of respondents commented on the willingness of people to 
help one another in times of crisis. Fundraisers, dinners, and drives to support for those 
who experienced medical crises or catastrophic events are popular community-based 
initiatives to provide a social safety net for members of the community. Contrasted with 
this, however, was the notion that support should have a local impact. When discussing 
the sale of chocolate bars as a Relay for Life cancer support fundraiser, Emily noted that 
“…I like to see things that stay in the community to help the community, you know, 
rather than a greater United States. I know they need the monies for research, but we need 
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the monies to help our local people.”346 The focus is on what can be done locally rather 
than globally; on the immediate needs of the community that are known rather than 
addressing larger, more systemic problems that could help prevent future local 
community issues.  
Perhaps, then, it is not surprising that the residents I interviewed did not place 
caring for the environment at the top of their main concerns in their communities. Even 
though a few respondents indicated a feeling of connection with the natural world, the 
immediate needs of economic stability outweighed concerns about the future. The 
neighbor and care for the other, in these contexts, is temporally and spatially fixed to the 
specific locations of these communities at the present moment. Respondents favor local 
actions that happen in response to a crisis over global, proactive actions which may 
prevent or lessen future problems. over a global, future possibility.  
In an eco-justice framework, the notions of the self as a part of nature and of 
nature and global population as neighbor is necessary. The physical separation of these 
communities from densely populated areas creates a mindset within the boundaries of the 
community as it is experienced. This perspective does not support a globalizing world in 
which economic and ecological issues expand far beyond the confines of the community. 
Obviously, people within these communities are aware of larger social and economic 
systems to which their daily lives are tied, but understanding that those systems exist and 
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that they influence them are separate issues. The support systems present in these 
communities are an important resource that enables people to endure catastrophic 
hardships. Pamela and Ashley’s work at the parachurch emergency social services 
organization in Bradford County exemplifies the spirit of care found within these 
communities. However, many of the respondents did not express a perspective of how 
their actions in rural Pennsylvania could affect people living on the other side of the 
world through ecosystemic disruption. It is only when a known neighbor or the self is 
affected by the direct environmental consequences that the practice of fracking has come 
into question.    
 Skepticism of environmentalism and environmentalists also leads to a problem of 
making the necessary connection between the self and nature as integrated neighbor. The 
laity interviewed expressed reservations about environmentalism as a movement, 
particularly in predicting doomsday scenarios in relation to fracking. However, outside of 
the group of individuals I interviewed, there are members of each community who would 
identify themselves as engaged in environmental care or activism. Because I wanted to 
understand the decision-making process of those who had been directly affected by 
fracking, I did not interview anyone who was outright opposed to it. Those interviewed 
who mentioned people opposed to the fracking felt that they were too emotional and 
apocalyptic in their claims about what would happen if the fracking industry was allowed 
to proceed in the area. Respondents, both laity and clergy, pointed out that the immediate 
impacts of water contamination did not happen and so therefore environmentalists were 
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overly cautious with their warnings before the gas and oil companies established 
themselves. Walter cited that he was sure that there was some truth in what the 
environmentalists said, but that their responses tended toward instilling fear rather than 
providing information.  
Riswold’s approach to coram homnibius as providing mutually beneficial 
assistance with a sense of humility could have provided those labelled as 
environmentalists with a way of connecting with members of the community to convince 
them that the potential environmental effects were too harmful for fracking to take place 
in the area. Riswold is careful to point out that while people are called to extend God’s 
righteousness to others by being in service to them, which sometimes means assisting 
others in seeing what will be most beneficial for them, people should also do so without 
harming their sense of self or pushing them away.347 While the environmentalists who 
were opposed to the fracking may have been members of the community, their approach 
made others feel small or unimportant, which did not help communicate that harming the 
Earth will ultimately end up harming the whole human community. Given the potency of 
methane as a greenhouse gas and the difficulty of remediating groundwater once it has 
been contaminated, the potential for long-term effects on the environment from the 
fracking were especially high. Instead of galvanizing people to support the natural world, 
                                                        
347. Riswold, “‘Annoying the Student with Her Rights:’ Human Life Coram Hominibus; 
Reflections on Vocation, Hope, and Politics,” 41. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
273 
emotionally-charged doomsday scenarios only discouraged people from considering the 
environmental arguments as accurate or applicable to the situation. 
 Perhaps a better approach moving forward may be to appeal to the sense of justice 
and fairness found in the community. People in the community uphold truth and honesty 
as important values upon which decisions should be made and relationships formed. 
People know that the gas companies are treating them unfairly. Some people who leased 
their land for fracking, like Fred, have been involved in seeking justice through 
governmental means, including employing the Attorney General of the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania to sue oil and gas companies for not meeting the terms of the contracts 
made with landowners. No similar action or movement has been effective in challenging 
the gas companies to be truthful about the consequences of the fracking on the long-term 
health of the Earth. As the Lutheran pastor, Adam, cited in the second Bradford focus 
group, people are not focused on the big picture when it comes to the environmental 
impacts of fracking. The immediate problems that many environmentalists anticipated, 
such as water contamination, never came to be in most cases, but the community as a 
whole should be looking at the long-term effects of greenhouse gas emissions, use of 
fossil fuels, and climate change. 
George, as a landowner, demonstrated that it is possible to break away from the 
gas companies when the costs are too high regarding human health and lack of economic 
gain. George did that by not renewing his contract with the gas company when it ran out. 
Some of the other laity, including Lucy, stated that their experiences of dwindling or 
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missing royalty payments and the dishonest nature of the oil and gas companies would 
cause them to caution others from signing leases. Some even commented that they would 
not have signed on had they known how the oil and gas companies would treat them.  
Others cautioned that, before a person signs a contract with a “landman,” the person 
should engage a lawyer who is familiar with the industry to review the contract. Most of 
problems with the gas companies that people discussed were tied to the economic issues 
of fracking rather than environmental concerns. For the people to engage the 
environmental effects of fracking still appears to be a challenge. 
A point of strength for Bradford and Sullivan Counties is the solid sense of 
community among the people. They value the trust and honesty found in relationships in 
which people are willing to be in service to one another. While there are some down sides 
to the “smallness” of each community, including lack of anonymity and feelings of 
insularity, people could further develop the bonds found within their human relationships 
to include the Earth as part of the community. By linking the relationships of individuals 
to the Divine, to themselves, and to others through a lens of interconnection, people can 
acquire an idea of what justice could be for their community.  This notion of justice 
considers the Earth as an extension of the self that can then be used to question the larger 
social and economic systems that only view it as a commodity to be exploited for human 
use. This kind of justice requires people to connect their localized experiences of 
oppression or injustice with larger global problems. For the communities of Bradford and 
Sullivan Counties, engaging in such an approach would mean breaking through the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
275 
insularity and individualism expressed by members of the community to understand 
themselves as part of larger global systems which they have the power to alter at the local 
level. 
Coram Mundo: Relationships with the Earth 
 The final category of relational understanding that is interconnected with the 
previous three is people’s relationship with the Earth. In this contextualized ecological 
ethical framework, coram mundo includes the complex web of ecological connections in 
addition to the human-created social structures which shape the identities of people and 
communities. While the dynamic interplay of the preceding three relationships takes 
place in and on the Earth, the world itself must be understood as much more than a 
backdrop for complex social and economic issues that inform individual and communal 
identity. People must take stock of our interpersonal relationships and their relationships 
with the Earth as well. It is also through these Earthly relationships that people have a 
connection with the Divine through the righteousness extended toward them.  
 For the communities of Bradford and Sullivan Counties, considerations justice 
and fairness beyond the human and economic level is important. The notions of 
stewardship and connectedness with nature as well as the Divine are starting points from 
which principles of justice can be developed. Members of the community’s strong sense 
of service to others as a part of their local and religious traditions can draw out 
relationships of a healthy environment and a healthy community as part of a just and 
righteous world if their worldview is expanded to include the Earth as a part of their 
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community. Reinhold Niebuhr asserted that justice is the expression of Christian love at 
the communal level for human beings.348 I expand this conception of justice beyond the 
human community to include all of creation. In his assessment, human applications of 
principles of justice are not perfect, but seek to assure that all are able to thrive and 
flourish within community. In a framework in which the Earth is understood to be not 
just a creation of the Divine, but imbued with aspects of the Divine, it makes sense that 
all of nature, including humankind, deserves to experience that same ability to flourish 
and thrive. 
 The general positive connection that members of these communities have with the 
benefits of living in a rural area can also be a source of potential environmental affinity. 
The aesthetic pleasure of living in a heavily-wooded, minimally populated, mountainous 
region was a draw for some of the residents who chose to retire there. The local 
economies for both counties rely on tourism based around the natural beauty of the area, 
including access to state parks. Because the environmental impacts of fracking and oil 
and gas production in these areas is not as destructive as strip-mining or other extractive 
processes, people may not view it as harmful to the environment. The challenge of 
helping people understand cumulative long-term effects of “invisible” environmental 
destruction is a common problem in scholarly environmental circles, especially with 
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regards to climate change.349 The laity interviewed were concerned about local severe 
weather – flooding and wind storms – which a few alluded might be due to something 
akin to climate change. None of the laity connected these weather events to fracking 
specifically. Most of the interviewees’ perspectives about fracking was that it was not as 
invasive as other extractive methods or harmful to the natural beauty of the area. What 
did seem to concern most people interviewed was the increase in truck traffic and the 
social and potential environmental effects of having more traffic within the communities. 
If a connection could be made between the appreciation for and care of the surrounding 
area and the need to curb fossil fuel usage, including investing in renewable sources of 
energy for each community, these communities could maintain the natural beauty of the 
area far into the future. 
Faith and hope play important roles in connecting religious aspects of one’s 
decision-making processes regarding the Earth. The challenge of Christian ethics is to 
have faith that the decisions and actions people enact have potential to generate an overall 
positive impact for the world, even though it may not occur immediately. What may be a 
just thing to do may not yield results that can be observed immediately.350 Having faith 
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indicates that the “invisibility” of climate change is closely held by physical scientists who assert that as a 
global issue it cannot be directly observed in any way, but that this approach lessens lay understanding of 
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and hope that actions protecting the Earth can potentially mean justice for the community 
and for future generations is an important factor to consider. Thinking into the future 
seemed to be a challenge for some members of the communities I studied. While the 
interview subjects often referenced their families as an important part of their identity, 
particularly for some of the women interviewed, like Emily and Lucy, no one expressed 
concern about what will happen to the Earth as a result of the fracking. Only Martha 
expressed concern about the effects of removing oil and gas from the Earth – “…I have 
this animated thought that, if they keep sucking that stuff out of the center of the Earth, 
the Earth is going to dry up like a grape someday…”351 Stressing the connection between 
this generation’s actions and the viability of the next generation could well be concerning 
for individuals living in these counties, not just because of the environmental 
consequences of fracking but also because the fate of the community rests in young 
people staying, returning, or moving to the area to support it economically. 
 In Riswold’s theological anthropology, coram mundo asks people to look at all 
aspects of human life in the material world and how those factors intersect with one 
another to define the person. Riswold’s emphasis is on the complex web human-created 
social structures that make up the world in which people live. In contrast to her approach, 
coram mundo in this contextualized ecological ethical framework includes the complex 
web of ecological connections in addition to the human-created social structures which 
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shape the identities of people and communities. The oil and gas companies entering the 
communities to begin fracking addressed decades of slowed economic activity within 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties. The communities would have experienced a harsher 
economic reality had the fracking industry not entered around the same time that the 
nation faced recession in 2008. Some members of the community who were land owners 
operated under the assumption that the gas production would allow them to live 
comfortable lives indefinitely. The reality was that the benefits were short-lived as 
production slowed and the gas companies found loopholes in providing the royalties 
promised. While the community is able to support those in need when crises strike, they 
face more difficulty in efforts to support a growing number of people who struggle with 
unemployment and homelessness, as Pamela pointed out.352 Unless changes occur at the 
systemic level to bring in more jobs and to lower housing costs, the cycle of reactive 
crisis intervention will continue because these preventable forms of crisis will continue.  
 While it is clear that many of the individuals interviewed feel a strong affinity 
toward living in a rural area, in which they can more fully experience and interact with 
creation, they seem to disconnect their appreciation of the natural world from practical 
action to ensure the health of the entire biotic community. People living in these 
communities possess the potential for a deeper appreciation for their natural surroundings 
and, perhaps eventually, the Earth as a whole. Engaging individuals in a reflection on the 
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Earth as an extension of God’s creation, of which human beings are a part, can encourage 
residents to take an active role in ensuring the health and viability of the Earth. 
 To stand in the sight of the Earth requires us to acknowledge we are a part of 
something much bigger than ourselves that is a complex web of interactions. Observing 
the self as a part of this complex web, with the potential to create and destroy on small 
and grand scales, brings into question what the human role should be in light of the 
world. If we are truly a part of God’s creation – not just stewards, but intimately 
connected with the Earth through our very being – then we must acknowledge that our 
relationship with the Earth requires the same sort of consideration our other close 
relationships ask of us. To care. To love. To protect. To seek justice. 
 Moving toward a more sustainable economy and environment should be a goal for 
the communities studied as well as the global community. Willis Jenkins claims that a 
good middle axiom to engage Christian ecological ethics for the future is sustainability as 
a guiding principle.353 However, his approach diminishes the original idea of what a 
middle axiom could and should be. Much like Reinhold Niebuhr’s use of middle axioms, 
Jenkins’ assertion of sustainability as a middle axiom is too broad and not context-
specific enough to engage communities facing particular challenges. Sustainability could 
be a starting point to develop a middle axiom because it does promote both economic and 
ecological health, but it still proves to be insufficient in a specific eco-justice situation. In 
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the case of the communities in Northeastern Pennsylvania, a number of principles could 
and should guide people toward establishing a more sustainable and just community than 
what is currently experienced. The next section will propose how the communities can go 
about developing these middle axioms on their own as well as provide some suggestions 
from the data developed through the case study. 
Possibilities for Context-Specific Eco-Justice Ethical Principles 
 My proposal for the communities of Sullivan and Bradford Counties is to develop 
middle axioms as contextualized ethical guidelines that help their communities to thrive 
and flourish. The realities of the situations in both counties complicate the ethical choices 
at individual and community levels, pitting economics against environmental 
sustainability while experiencing the dynamic pushes and pulls of social traditions and 
technological advancements. As mentioned in Chapter Two, Christian ethicists employed 
the methodology of middle axioms in the early to mid-20th century as a means of 
addressing the challenges of context-specific issues that people faced in their everyday 
lives. The flexible and context-specific nature of middle axioms were formed through the 
consideration of Christian theological ethical ideals and the issues faced at a specific 
place and time. The axioms were meant to communicate Christian ethical guides and to 
give practical suggestions on steps to create a more just world. 
 My preference for middle axiomatic thought follows the approach developed by 
Ronald H. Preston. Like other Christian ethical approaches to middle axioms, Preston 
holds true to the assertion that people need to discover a practical position between their 
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living contexts and Christian ethical ideals to guide their ethical actions in the situations 
they encounter. However, Preston differs from other ethicists, like John Bennett and 
Reinhold Niebuhr, by emphasizing the process of developing a middle axiom, its 
perceived effectiveness, and the need for middle axioms to change as the context 
changes. He understands the process of developing middle axioms as just as important if 
not more important than the resulting middle axiom.354 The process should involve 
bringing together people who are experts in the relevant fields, including theologians and 
ethicists, economists, scientists, etc., with people directly affected by the situation, thus to 
hear all sides. Through a process of listening and engaging with one another, people are 
encouraged to think about how Christian ethical ideals could or should apply to the 
situation. It also gives space for individuals to share their perspectives and to hear others’ 
perspectives, valuing and respecting each contribution, even when people do not agree.355 
The process enables people to look at all sides of an issue and try to move forward in 
such a way that will develop the best outcome for the situation.  
 Preston is transparent in asserting that this sort of negotiation may not always 
work out in the development of a middle axiom that can guide the community forward. It 
is the process itself that brings members of the community together with the idea of 
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355. Preston, Church and Society in the Late Twentieth Century, 150. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
283 
moving toward ethical decision making that matters in this situation.356 It is also possible 
that the middle axiom that the community develops will not adequately address the 
situation. What this approach encourages is people’s ease with the dynamic ambiguity 
surrounding ethical decisions. As Preston states: “Ethics is not a precise discipline. 
Absolute certainty in it is rare. As Christians we follow an ‘ethical pilgrimage with 
patience and perseverance, sustained by faith, hope, and love.’”357 The ethical 
considerations made for any given circumstance are tenuous. Ethical action is not as easy 
as a rule or law that is eternal. It changes and adapts as situations and knowledge grow, 
change, and adapt. 
 The development of ethical principles in a contextual ethical framework relies on 
the dynamic interplay found in intersectional, interlocking identities of people. 
Incorporating Riswold’s theological anthropological approach to an eco-justice centered 
ethical framework asks people to question what their position and responsibilities are in 
light of standing before God, themselves, humanity, and the Earth. The approaches of 
coram relationships and middle axioms fit well together because they ask people to 
assess their lived experiences in light of a relationship with the Divine. Both approaches 
embrace the tensions that people encounter in complex considerations of their contexts 
and recognize that the lived experience of people will cause the outcomes of such 
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357. Preston, Church and Society in the Late Twentieth Century, 146. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
284 
engagement be fluid and sometimes ambiguous. They embrace the reality of a world in 
which there are many competing factors that shape human experiences and responses. 
 How do Preston’s and Riswold’s approaches apply to the people of Bradford and 
Sullivan Counties? We have already explored how Riswold’s Luther-influenced 
dialectical categories of coram relationships are useful in analyzing the case studies and 
projecting new directions for the communities studied. By engaging people in these 
communities to think about their relationships, the framework provides opportunities to 
understand how those relationships are interconnected and could be strengthened or 
changed to support a more sustainable and just community. In order to develop middle 
axioms in this process, I suggest that people in these communities engage in self-
reflection, both personally and  in community. By bringing individuals together to do this 
type of work, they can establish a deeper understanding of what it means to live in 
community with one another. In order to be truly effective, middle axioms must be 
informed by the communities’ ethical struggles as they face decisions about fracking. 
Residents who understand the traditions and social landscape of the area can provide 
valuable insights that ensure the ethical guidelines developed match the needs of the 
community. Outside perspectives from experts can provide further insights about the 
economic, environmental, social, ethical, and theological issues in the community, aiding 
residents in understanding the potentials for change in their communities and helping 
them map potential solutions to the problems they face. A combination of scholarly and 
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community-based expertise can enable these communities to make progress toward 
ethical principles that will guide them into the future. 
 The communities in Bradford and Sullivan Counties have long established 
networks of aid, support, and communication, especially through the work of the 
ministerium groups in each county. Bringing people together in relationship with their 
faith is something already done, as demonstrated through the Lenten worship 
opportunities and other volunteer opportunities sponsored by the churches working 
together. The fact that people know one another and are active participants in their 
community, either formally through being involved in local government or informally 
through volunteer opportunities, also fosters relationships. Because networks of 
relationship are vital, the two towns of this study, and others like them, need more value-
focused discussions when facing decisions such as fracking. Instead of the town 
informational meetings focused on the fracking industry that occurred before the fracking 
started, these meetings would ask the members of the community to question what the 
priorities of the community are, the challenges they face, and how to best move forward 
in a way that will support economic, environmental, and social needs.  
 With the approach of grassroots ethical decision-making in mind, I suggest the 
following middle axioms for the communities of Bradford and Sullivan Counties based 
on the knowledge I gleaned from the case study. A single author’s outside opinion is not 
true to the middle axiom approach proposed by Preston, but given the responses from the 
case study, I can provide some potential starting points for ethical consideration at the 
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community level. The middle axioms I propose are based on the concerns and hopes I 
heard expressed by the people I interviewed in these communities. Their wisdom informs 
the claims and suggestions I make. I expand on their wisdom to include insights from my 
knowledge of ecological justice issues and ethics. With humility, I provide the following 
suggestions for contextualized ecological ethical principles that address the complex eco-
justice issues in Bradford and Sullivan Counties. 
Middle Axiom 1: Movement away from fossil fuels to renewable sources of energy fosters 
economic and ecological justice and freedom 
 One unexpected finding from the case study was the amount of acceptance or 
positive remarks people expressed about utilizing renewable sources of energy. Most of 
the lay respondents were positive in their assessment of renewables, but cited costs and 
availability of solar and wind power as prohibitive in the area. Only a few people 
expressed no interest in renewable resources, mostly for aesthetic reasons (e.g. windmills 
are ugly and loud). However, most realized that moving into the future, renewables must 
be the next step for energy production. One real possibility is that rural towns within 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties could be leaders in the production of green energy.  
Evidence of small rural communities becoming energy-independent is on the rise 
globally. Two examples are the small village of Wildpoldsreid in Bavaria, Germany and 
the town of Bloomfield, Iowa, in the United States, both of which have become leaders in 
renewable energy production. These two communities demonstrate that investment in 
renewable sources of energy can enable small rural towns facing decline to become 
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reinvigorated by new residents and economic opportunities offered by green energy.358 
While Bloomfield, Iowa is not yet producing 100% of its energy needs from renewable 
sources, it provides an excellent example of how a community-based process that 
includes residents can inspire positive changes for the environment. Through community 
meetings and involvement, the residents provided the vision that was then amplified by 
renewable energy experts to help them develop a plan for greater access to renewable 
energy technology while also investing in the community through job creation and 
infrastructure improvements.359 Through collaboration in the shared visioning and 
implementation process, experts and residents came together to realize a plan that 
benefits the local community economically and environmentally, and contributes to a 
healthier world. 
The village of Wildpoldsreid has been so efficient in its production of renewable 
energy that it is producing 500% of what is needed to support the town – the rest it sells 
to the distribution grid to support neighboring rural towns.360 Sharing renewable energy 
with surrounding communities expands what the notion of “the neighbor” is. Instead of 
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being spatially-bound, neighbors are any of those for who one is able to benefit. In this 
case “neighbor” would include the neighboring villages, but can be expanded to the 
global community who benefits from less reliance on fossil fuels and the pollution 
created during energy production. If this sort of energy production could be possible for 
the communities of Sullivan and Bradford counties, the same interconnection of support 
with outside communities is possible. 
Of course, the monetary investment necessary to fund the infrastructure for 
renewable energy sources would require state and federal subsidization for individual 
home owners. A single windmill could cost upwards of one million dollars, as Martha 
reported to me when she discussed how she and Walter were interested in having 
renewable energy on their farm but that it was cost prohibitive. The current context of the 
United States in 2018 provides challenges for renewable energy development. The Trump 
administration has imposed tariffs on the importation of photovoltaic panels, which could 
stifle solar energy sector.361 Calls for the return of coal mining362 and loosened 
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regulations on environmental consequences of methane release363 will only continue to 
harm the environment as the country moves into the future. Despite these top-down 
attacks on the renewable energy market, however, the United States reliance on 
renewable sources of energy, particularly wind and solar power, have continued to grow. 
Investors feel more confident in investing in renewable technology and research, meaning 
that the prices for these technologies may eventually become more affordable.364 
Renewable energy was even able to garner bipartisan support during negotiations for the 
Republican-led tax bill of 2017, preventing the elimination of investment and production-
based tax credits that make renewables more affordable for communities.365 If the 
residents of Bradford and Sullivan Counties understand investing in renewable energy as 
a viable alternative for their community, they may feel empowered to vote and develop 
policy that advances this mindset.  
 Critical to this perspective is understanding that renewable energy is not only a 
good idea because it moves communities away from fossil fuel use, but also because it 
establishes a cleaner and more just environment. If individuals are producing their own 
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Methane Pollution,” The New York Times, September 19, 2018, accessed September 22, 2018, 
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365. Brad Plumer, “Tax Bill Largely Preserves Incentives for Wind and Solar Power,” The New 
York Times, January 20, 2018, accessed September 22, 2018, 
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/12/16/climate/tax-bill-wind-solar.html. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
290 
energy needs, they are not reliant on pricing that comes from outside sources causing 
fluctuations in energy bills. Joseph elucidated this advantage when he commented on his 
neighbor who had solar panels installed on his farm.366 His neighbor’s barn was 
completely energy independent and he was thinking of investing in more panels to make 
his home energy independent as well. Many of the respondents also cited their distrust of 
centralized political, social, or economic power, and this opportunity to be completely 
self-sufficient for energy needs fits well with this attitude.  
 People expressed a desire to move toward renewable energy sources in each of 
these communities. The hurdles currently present for these communities are the costs 
associated with investing in solar panels and windmills and the organization of the 
community around an issue such as renewable energy development. Investment in 
renewable sources of energy in the two counties has been mostly on an individual basis, 
perhaps due to tendency toward individualism found in these communities exemplified 
through individual ownership of property. Sullivan County does have an Energy Task 
Force whose purpose is:  
To serve as a public resource in the energy industries in Sullivan County; 
foster relationships with the industries, regulators and citizens of Sullivan 
County; address rumors and/or dispel myths about energy development 
and to provide a forum for related discussions, seminars and meetings.367  
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The Energy Task Force already provides the community with knowledge about energy 
production, but could serve as a conduit through which residents advocate for renewable 
sources of energy. Bradford County has a Natural Gas Advisory Committee,368 which 
focuses solely on the natural gas industry, but does not have an equivalent body to the 
Energy Task Force in Sullivan that also investigates renewable energy sources. An 
expanded notion of neighbor and neighbor-assistance may enable members of these 
communities to work together in advocating for growth in investments in renewable 
energy investments. Providing renewable energy sources does more than lower individual 
energy bills; it provides the community with a cleaner environment in the short and long 
term. This leads to my second proposed middle axiom for Bradford and Sullivan 
Counties. 
Middle Axiom 2: Care and support of the neighbor and community values are valuable 
resources that must be expanded to a global vision. 
 Justice for the Earth itself must be tied to a second ethical principle, namely care 
and support of the neighbor must be felt by the local community as a whole but also 
extend to the wider world. The communities of Bradford and Sullivan Counties have 
means of support readily available to them in times of crisis. People prioritize knowing 
their neighbors and extending a hand when help is needed as a foundational part of their 
community. People’s reflections on their relationships with the Divine and the Earth can 
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assist in connecting the idea of being in service to the neighbor as applying to all of 
God’s creation instead of only human beings. If people are able to understand themselves 
as intertwined in the complex matrix of environmental systems, upon which they have a 
great amount of influence and are ultimately dependent, they will come to see the Earth 
as a vital part of their existence that needs to be maintained.  
 In addition to embracing the need for love and care of the neighbor as an essential 
part of community, some within the communities already have a sense of reverence 
toward nature, if not also a sense of responsibility toward it. Establishing and expanding 
this connection of experiencing the Divine through the natural world can encourage care 
for the Earth as an essential part of Christian identity by giving value to the Earth beyond 
human uses for it. Many of the effects of gas production, other than the initial fracking 
practice, are unobtrusive and basically unseen. Gas well pads do not occupy a significant 
amount of land within acres and acres of farmland, and the outer-most effects on the 
environment are visually negligible, which makes the appeal to aesthetic environmental 
qualities difficult to connect with the practices of fracking. However, if the communities 
come to understand that contamination of ground water and climate change will have 
long-term consequences that will affect the overall quality of life for the planet and 
themselves, residents may feel emboldened to act toward justice. 
One way of bringing individuals on board with care for the Earth is through 
demonstrating how values already present in in the community can be altered to 
encourage care for the Earth. Reframing sustainable actions through values already 
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upheld by the community – such as stewardship and its connections to frugality, humility, 
and the very idea of community itself – will enable individuals to understand their 
complex relationships with God, themselves, humanity, and the Earth better. This 
approach is exemplified by Karen during the second focus group in Bradford County, 
saying that members of her congregation participate in sustainable actions not necessarily 
because they are sustainable for the environment but out of frugality. Members of the 
churches are sure to turn down the heat and use reusable dishes because they are cost-
effective. These actions are forms of economic stewardship that align with ecological 
stewardship. 
Frugality is often cast in a negative light, equated with being unwilling to spend 
money for one’s own self-interest. But frugality can also be viewed positively. Jim Nash, 
a Christian ethicist, upholds frugality as a virtue that needs to be reclaimed by Christians 
to address ecological and economic issues of modern times. He states, “…frugality is a 
richly relevant and potentially transformative standard to combat excessive and unfair 
consumption and production.”(emphasis original)369 Exhibiting frugality does not mean 
that individuals must lead completely simplistic lives full of denial, but instead recognize 
the ways that exhibiting restraint in spite of a global economic system that encourages 
unfettered growth and consumption. Frugality, in many ways, seeks balance for the 
economic and environmental concerns in any given context, requiring individuals to 
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recognize what “enough” may look like. Based on the interview and focus group data, 
especially with regard to the older residents, this virtue is already in place in some ways. 
Expanding it for ecological consideration requires the connection of community care 
going beyond service to others when they are in need, but addressing the potential 
impacts of large-scale environmental disruptions like fracking within the community.  
An ethical approach filled with humility is also required in order to adequately 
seek justice for the Earth. A sense that God is more than can be known and can be relied 
upon in times of struggle helps define an attitude of humility with regards to the human-
Earth relationship. This was a clear understanding of the Divine that members of the 
community expressed when asked about their relationship with God. We cannot assume 
that we know more than God when it comes to our own lives or the world around us. But, 
if we understand ourselves as co-participants with the Divine, we can come to appreciate 
the things that creation may be able to teach us about how best to interact with it. Seeing 
nature as a dynamic extension of the God-human-Earth community rather than just a 
stage for human and Divine interaction garners support for care of the Earth. 
Understanding God to be mediated through the natural world encourages humility 
necessary to fully appreciate the importance of a healthy environment for the flourishing 
of the community. 
The expression of humility can also lead to a deeper sense of community, as 
reliance on others and sharing with others can be a result of taking a position of 
mutuality. As already explored, the notion of community itself is a powerful concept that 
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can drive ecological action if expanded beyond the local human community. People 
grasping that they are a part of a vast Earthly community comprised biotic and abiotic 
factors undergirded by the Divine can encourage responsibility to ensure the overall 
health and wellbeing of ecosystems. Some of that responsibility is driven by self-interest, 
which is necessary for survival, but human responsibility also allows for consideration of 
others, including non-human members of the community.  
The churches within the communities of Bradford and Sullivan Counties could 
lead the way in promoting ecological frugality as a part of stewardship, humility, and 
community as the focus for human-Earth relationships. Observing these three values as 
integral to Christian ethics encourages individuals who previously held these values in 
other aspects of their lives to embrace them with regard to the environment. It also may 
remove barriers that people may have with ecological concepts that they previously 
viewed as inaccessible in their context. Instead of feeling as though ecological actions 
must be made as a choice over social or economic concerns, people can understand how 
social, economic, and ecological challenges are interconnected with each other in a 
dialectic. By reframing the conversation about care for the Earth as rooted in what is 
familiar to the community, the possibility for individuals to be actively engaged in 
protecting the environment is far more likely because it is already cohesive with their 
way of life, rather than an additional external concern. 
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Conclusion 
 The application of a dialectical contextualized ecological ethical framework to the 
complex situation of eco-justice in Sullivan and Bradford Counties requires exploration 
of the many layers of relationship experienced in the community, and the ways these 
experiences shape the values of the individuals and communities. By exploring the 
relationships people have with God, the self, others, and the world, they can begin to see 
how those relationships are dynamically intertwined with one another and shape the 
context of their lives. Reflection on the dialectics found in and between these 
relationships draws out what is of value to the community. These factors can then shape 
ethical responses to the economic, social, and ecological challenges created by the oil and 
gas industries in these towns. The process of developing ethical principles appropriate for 
the context brings the wisdom of the community together with outsider expertise. While 
this last step was not taken through the case study I presented, I suggested potential 
principles around which the communities could further develop their ethical principles 
based on the results of the case study. In order for the middle axioms to be effective, their 
development must involve the people themselves in thinking about their relationships 
with the Divine, themselves, humanity, and the Earth. The result will be a context-
informed ecological ethic that has interrogated the tensions present in the competing 
values that shape residents’ decision-making process. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION AND NEXT STEPS 
 Christian ethics must consider all dimensions of context in order to provide 
practical and coherent solutions to complex global and local ecological problems. The 
global scope of many current crises, including economic uncertainty and climate change, 
overwhelm and confuse individuals as to what their personal and communal responses 
should be. In order to embolden Christians toward ethical action regarding such issues, I 
put forward a contextualized Christian ethical framework that engages people living in 
affected communities in dialectical and intersectional reflection, which continues into a 
strategic communal development of middle axioms. In cases of ecological injustices, 
human experiences can inform the crafting of appropriate responses to the specific 
challenges of a community. The knowledge of the people, combined with historical, 
economic, social, and environmental information about their communities, provide a 
foundation from which they can determine what ethical steps will be effective in their 
context. 
 Currently, many Christian ecological ethicists explain the need for human care of 
the Earth through cosmological arguments. For example, God created the Earth and 
entrusted its care to human beings. The Earth is sacred because it is created by God, and 
therefore deserves reverence and respect from humanity. Human beings and the Earth are 
created out of the same materials, sharing a deep physical connection that individuals 
must acknowledge. These perspectives create foundations from which ethical action can 
take place. In fact, I relied on some of them, including Earth’s sacramental nature and the 
 
 
 
 
 
 
298 
physical connection of human beings to the Earth, in the development of my contextual 
ethical framework. A challenge remains, however; these assertions do not necessarily 
speak to the lived experiences of individuals or communities without bridging between 
the ideas and the lived experience. Individuals do not encounter ethical dilemmas in a 
vacuum. Multiple factors present in people’s lives push and pull on their decision-making 
processes in particular circumstances. If ethical statements or guidelines do not resonate 
with people’s experiences, they are less likely to consult them when deciding how to act 
in a specific situation. Effective Christian ecological ethics empowers and inspires 
individuals and communities to act by recognizing the complexity of the situations they 
encounter and guiding them through those difficult decisions. 
The dialectical nature of my approach encourages individuals to explore how the 
many factors present in their lives build upon one another to influence the decisions they 
make. Lived experience is hardly ever simple. Instead, individuals live in contexts that 
are dynamic and often ambiguous when it comes to ethical decision-making. The 
complexity of ecological issues adds to the dynamic nature and ambiguity of decision-
making. Ecological issues affect local communities, but are also tied to larger global 
issues, like climate change. People struggle to understand or conceptualize the long-term 
consequences of such global issues. Ecological issues also connect with economic issues, 
as the manufacturing of goods relies on raw materials from the environment and the 
production of goods often harms the environment. For this reason, economic and 
ecological issues are often pitted against one another. Economic growth often takes 
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precedence over environmental protection because of the immediate needs addressed by 
increases in economic gain by individuals and communities. Social factors within 
communities, such as their physical location and demographics, also influence responses 
to ecological issues. Therefore, an adequate ecological ethic should draw out the tensions 
people experience as a result of multiple identities and social forces. When people see 
themselves as part of a larger matrix of belonging, they develop self-awareness that 
informs their interactions with the world. People are galvanized to act within the 
relationships that define them simply by being able to recognize and name them, instead 
of feeling helpless when faced with complex ecological ethical challenges. 
For individuals and communities to understand the multiple relationships that 
define them is not enough to encourage them to practical ethical action, however. The use 
of middle axiom methodology enables individuals to come together as a community, 
sharing their self-knowledge knowledge about the community, as well as consulting with 
experts who can provide outside global perspectives and knowledge, to develop ethical 
principles that can speak to the lived realities of the situation. Middle axioms bring 
together Christian theological principles with lived experiences, providing provisional, 
context-specific principles for individuals to follow. Given that communities 
experiencing ecological injustice have to consider many factors, a middle axiom 
approach allows them to tailor responses to the issues that are most critical to the 
situation.  
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Additionally, the process of bringing individuals together to discuss the 
community’s eco-justice issues adds another layer of ethical formation. The process of 
developing ethical principles is just as important to the community as the principles 
themselves, as demonstrated in Ronald H. Preston’s use of middle axioms for political 
theological ethics. The same method is effective for the development of ecological ethical 
principles. As individuals share their understandings of the issues facing the community, 
including how they are affected by them and their possible solutions, growth and 
understanding between members of the community occurs. By building a stronger sense 
of community with a greater amount of knowledge, the members of the community are 
able to make informed decisions on what will be the best principles to uphold moving 
into the future. They also grow in their respect for one another and can grow as a 
community in facing challenges through actively listening and respecting the other’s 
position. 
For the larger field of Christian ethics, the incorporation of ethnographic research 
as a locus for ethical reflection enables practical engagement with complex problems 
individuals and communities encounter. The case studies in this dissertation presented the 
complexities related to fracking and the oil and gas industry for the communities of 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties in Northeastern Pennsylvania. Utilizing a thick 
description of the areas studied as well as historical and scientific descriptions of the 
fracking process provided a deeper understanding of the factors at play within the 
community. Interviews and focus groups then provided further insight into the 
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community and the problems they faced from the individuals who experienced it. The 
scope of the challenges within the community and the possibilities for ethical engagement 
emerged out of individuals’ reported knowledge about the community, the shared values 
within the community, and the role of faith in their lives. Context-specific possibilities 
for ethical engagement emerged through applying an ethical framework that incorporates 
local context as an important factor in the decision-making process. 
This dissertation demonstrates the usefulness of a contextualized ethical 
framework for the purposes of addressing ecological justice issues. It integrates 
ethnographic study with the development of ethical principles in a way that reflects the 
challenges of enacting a Christian way of life in the 21st Century. It allows individuals to 
see how the multiple identities they possess interrelate with the social, economic, and 
ecological factors present within their communities, and how to orient those relationships 
toward ethical action through a distinct grounding in the Divine. 
Next Steps 
 The ethical framework developed in this dissertation only touches upon the 
possibilities for dialectically engaging context for ecological ethics. To extend the 
findings of this dissertation into future research, I provide the following suggestions. 
Further Study in Bradford and Sullivan Counties 
 As suggested by the conclusion of Chapter Five, the communities studied have 
potential for further engagement with the issues they face. To realize that potential, the 
communities will need to go through the process of engaging the multiple relationships 
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highlighted in the ethical framework for themselves. By doing so, they can identify the 
tensions that exist in consulting the internal and external factors that define their context. 
An outside researcher is incapable of effectively communicating the complete lived 
experience of people living in these communities or the experience of the community as 
its own entity. People actively participating in this kind of reflection, individually or 
communally, also gain ownership over the process, building their confidence in 
addressing complex problems rather than being overwhelmed by them. The communities 
participating in the development of their own middle axioms is another important aspect 
of this ethical framework. While I developed some potential ethical principles for the 
communities, members of the communities must take on a more active role in their 
development to increase their effectiveness. 
 Future research could also expand results by adding the perspectives of young and 
middle-aged people, who were noticeably absent from this study. While there are a 
greater number of people above the age of 55 who reside in both counties, families and 
young people also live in these areas. Given that the people I interviewed had very 
specific views of the values of young people, i.e. that they do not volunteer and are not 
interested in upholding the traditions of the area, hearing younger people’s perspectives 
on God, the community, and the environment could provide insight into how the area 
could address some of the economic challenges of losing the younger work force to other 
communities. Consulting other demographics could also yield a richer picture of the 
community as a whole by investigating the effects on particular groups of people, such as 
 
 
 
 
 
 
303 
residents who rent housing, business owners, and young to middle-aged adults who are 
raising families in the communities. This study focused particularly on landowners to 
understand the decision-making process of deciding to allow fracking on their properties, 
but as the study uncovered, renters experienced economic hardships and even loss of 
housing because of the oil and gas industries. Those who work in the area could provide 
some insight on businesses and how they have prospered or suffered in light of the oil 
and gas industry. Families can provide an outlook on the future of the area and what it 
means to them as generations who may feel some of the long-term effects of the fracking. 
Their perspectives could add important wisdom to the elaboration of ethical principles. 
 Perspectives from the oil and gas workers provides another layer of analysis of 
the community that was not specifically explored in this dissertation. Members of the 
clergy highlighted the relationships members of the community had with the gas workers, 
which were mostly negative, and also how their congregations thought about engaging 
the gas workers as a part of their communities. During the first focus group, Sarah 
commented that she wondered how the gas workers viewed themselves after she saw one 
of the workers driving a truck with a decal on it that said “Fracking Trash.” Sarah stated:  
…it was like, that was her identity. You know, it was something to the 
effect of ‘I am part of this group.’ And I thought ‘Isn't that sad’" You 
know, you're not trailer park trash, you're fracking trash, but...gosh, do you 
travel around from place to place with that? Is that how she was received 
somewhere else? (Sarah, First Focus Group) 
 
Sarah expressed genuine concern for the wellbeing of this particular worker. Some of the 
gas workers ended up staying in the area, some experienced job loss once production 
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slowed, and others coupled with locals they came to know. In light of this, the 
insider/outsider perspective that members of the community held may also have been felt 
by these gas workers. Additionally, gas workers’ perspectives on the environment and the 
tension created by their need for a paycheck may also provide additional factors that 
influence ethical reflection. 
 Future research could also investigate moral injury as a potential ethical 
consequence of ecological injustice in these communities. Moral injury is a term 
primarily used in studies of the psychological and moral effects of war or military actions 
on military personnel.370 Unlike Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) which focuses 
more on the fear response generated by traumatic events which happen to a person, moral 
injury focuses on violation of a person’s “ideals, ethics, or attachments” which occur 
when a person is an active participant in those violations.371 Jonathan Shay, a psychiatrist 
who studies moral injury defines it as a “betrayal of what’s right by someone who holds 
legitimate authority in a high stakes situation.”372 The consequences of moral injury 
affect the character of a person, harming their abilities to trust and pursue their 
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ambitions.373 The definition of moral injury that Shay provides allows it to be applicable 
outside of military contexts to any high stakes situation involving power dynamics and 
moral choices. In the cases of Bradford and Sullivan Counties, the potential for moral 
injury exists for individuals who felt that there was no other economic choice but to sign 
on with the oil and gas companies, who ultimately broke the trust conveyed in their 
contracts by not providing the royalty payments they promised and creating 
environmental hazards. The result is that residents still suffer economically and, 
additionally, also have contributed to ecologically damaging practices. Research on the 
potential for moral injury in these communities could add another layer of complexity in 
assessing whether residents feel they can even engage in ethical decision-making after 
their trust-violating interactions with the oil and gas companies. 
Ethnography and Christian Ecological Ethics 
This case study permitted a deep investigation of the communities studied during 
a specific point in time to develop the ethical framework, but a full ethnographic study of 
a community facing ecological injustice could provide much richer data. A deeper 
understanding of the social, economic and environmental dynamics could emerge 
through involving more people in the community in the research and the researcher 
spending more time living within the community. I relied on secondary sources to fill in 
the gaps of first-hand knowledge, but the actual experience of community life over an 
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extended period of time would provide clearer ideas of the dynamics within the 
community and how they compare to what is reported by people in the community. 
 Such in-depth analysis requires that the field of Christian ecological ethics opens 
to further engagement with ethnography as a form of ethical development. While the field 
of ethnographic research in Christian ethics is still rather small, the benefits of such 
practices are starting to appear. Understanding how people are shaped by their contexts 
not only helps ethicists identify the kinds of ethical claims people ascribe to, but also to 
interrogate those claims and understand how they might be reformed given the context 
explored. In Chapter One, I discussed the contribution of Christian Scharen and Ann 
Marie Vigen’s Ethnography as Christian Theology and Ethics in connecting the 
development Christian ethics to ethnographic studies of Christian communities. Luke 
Bretherton’s exploration of political theological ethics also employs an ethnographic 
approach to understanding and developing ethical positions from context.374 His research 
is one example of how theological ethicists incorporate ethnographic practices to develop 
contextualized evaluations and responses to communities. The field of Christian 
ecological ethics, while more narrowly defined than Christian theological ethics, is rife 
for incorporating this sort of study. There are great opportunities within the field of 
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Christian ecological ethics to engage with the complex realities of environmental 
degradation and the motivations that lead people to care for the Earth. 
Expanding the Ecological Ethical Framework 
 The communities of Bradford and Sullivan Counties are rural, predominantly 
white, and Christian. Employing this framework in other contexts that are suburban or 
urban and ethnically and religiously diverse is an important possibility for future 
research. Given the close-knit nature of the communities studied here, access to 
individuals within the community was simplified because people had a working 
knowledge of the people living in their communities. In a larger context, the likelihood 
that residents will know each other and already have trusting relationships is less likely. 
But it does not mean that this framework will not work in these contexts. If smaller 
groups within the local community, such as churches or other religious centers, can bring 
together members of their communities to engage in the ethical framework outlined in 
this dissertation, then eventually those smaller groups can come together to share their 
experiences and perspectives, building upon each other. One sticking point, however, will 
be the Christian overtones within the ethical framework of coram relationships. It is 
clearly important for this study that the origin of these relationships is related to Christian 
theology, since their source is understood to be God. However, I do think similar 
approaches to understanding the self as comprised through intersectional identities could 
be developed and still garner respect for the Earth, whether they originate from other 
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religious traditions or no religious tradition.375 In order for local changes eventually to 
affect global levels of environmental care, the approaches will need to incorporate 
individuals from a variety of religious backgrounds. If people of diverse religious 
traditions come together, they may be able to draw from their individual traditions to 
provide new opportunities for eco-justice engagement as well as find points of overlap 
with other religious traditions. 
 The same principle applies to the development of middle axioms. Middle axioms 
enabled unified Christian responses to global and political challenges in the early and 
mid-20th century, but they rely on Christian theological ideals as foundational. Later in 
the 20th Century, Preston anticipated the need to be able to work with individuals who 
held different or no religious beliefs: 
Not everything has to be done under an explicitly Christian banner, nor do 
Christians have continually to be concerned that what they say is so 
distinctively Christian that no one else could have thought of it. Indeed it 
is of prime importance to identify allies, on the basis of some 
understanding between Christians and those with whom they are bound 
together in civic life in the bundle of humanity.376 
 
Communities must come together and find points of mutual understanding to advance 
middle axiom principles that will create a just society. Christians cannot and do not exist 
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in a separate bubble from other individuals in their community. While personal 
experiences will vary from individual to individual, there will be points of overlap within 
communities that can allow individuals to come together in seeking ethical principles for 
the community as a whole. Additionally, the diversity of perspectives represented within 
the community may offer a richness that yields new perspectives previously not 
considered. 
Other Applications for the Ethical Framework 
 The ethical framework outlined in this dissertation is applicable beyond contexts 
of ecological injustice. Ecological problems are not the only complex context-specific 
challenges facing people today. Social and economic challenges share the same multi-
layered dynamic tensions as ecological issues and people must also negotiate these 
tensions in making ethical decisions. For example, the challenges of being an ethical 
consumer are often glossed over in favor of what is cheapest or most convenient. In 
turning to an ethical framework, people wrestle with the tensions found in the 
relationships they encounter at multiple levels of being a consumer. Consideration of the 
self and of local communities in relationship with the rest of humanity and the Earth are 
important parts of economic ethics. Sustainable and fair production practices must weigh 
into consideration of economic choices, just as they should for ecological decisions. At 
the same time, however, societal expectations and social systems influence individuals’ 
economic choices, complicating the decisions they make. The relational model described 
in this dissertation requires people to investigate these tensions and determine what 
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ethical choices will look like in light of foundational grounding in the Divine. Individual 
and communal economic choices affect one another. When communities come together 
to make economic decisions, an ethical framework that encourages communication 
across multiple viewpoints from a specific context can result in practical ethical 
principles that benefit the people and their communities. 
Conclusion 
The contextualized ecological ethical framework developed in this dissertation 
emphasizes the dialectical nature of grappling with the tensions that exist in situations of 
ecological injustice. The benefit of a framework based in dialectics is that it is flexible 
enough to take on the differences that may exist from community to community, and the 
ecological situations they face. While the framework for identifying the self in the midst 
of competing values does have four categories – relationship with God, with self, with 
humanities, and with the Earth – those categories are broad enough to incorporate many 
different experiences and contexts while also providing some structure to the process of 
self-identification and value-shaping. The same flexibility exists in the use of middle 
axioms. The middle axioms are shaped by specific times and places in reflection upon 
Christian theological ethical ideals. Broad concepts like love and justice, which are 
central to Christian theology, are brought into focus through the application of the lived 
realities in specific contexts. The case studies of Bradford and Sullivan Counties 
demonstrated how the combination of dialectical approaches – through the coram 
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relationships and development of middle axioms – can be used to address the complex 
and specific ethical challenges within communities facing ecological injustice. 
The development of middle axioms is just a starting point for action. The 
framework is itself a method for engagement for the community. The development of 
middle axioms requires the community to come together, resulting in ethical guidelines 
that will be deeply connected to the people in the community. Because people have a 
voice in shaping the outcome and expressing the aspects of their lives that are influenced 
by the ethical situation, they will have greater buy-in than they would if an outside expert 
told them how address the situation. While expert information is a part of the middle 
axiom development process, the people of a community finally determine their guiding 
principles. The principles are practical. They provide achievable goals. In the case of 
Bradford and Sullivan Counties, I suggested middle axioms of transitioning to renewable 
sources of energy as ways of expressing economic and ecological justice and expanding 
care of the neighbor to include the Earth and future generations. These are achievable 
steps that the communities can pursue to move in the direction of creating ecological and 
economic justice. Community involvement in the development of ethical principles also 
increases the likelihood that they will enact them.  
The challenges of ecological injustice and increased environmental degradation 
require that individuals have practical means of responding to them. Global ecological 
crises can overwhelm people about what their response should be because the problems 
are complex and multifaceted. Instead of allowing the complexities of these global crises 
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to overwhelm people and lead them to inaction, contextualization of ecological ethics at 
the local level can empower individuals to find manageable ways to address challenges 
associated with ecological injustice. At the local level, people are able to contemplate the 
tensions created by competing social, economic, and environmental factors in their 
community that shape their decision-making processes. The investigation of these 
tensions enables communities to understand the power-dynamics at play and to negotiate 
them in the development of ethical guidelines specific to their context. An approach that 
is grounded in lived experience motivates people to act on the ethical principles they set 
forward and to which their community is connected. Ecological ethical guidelines at the 
local level can affect or address global environmental problems, intentionally or 
unintentionally, through shifting people’s worldviews to seeing the world as a complex 
matrix of relationship of which they are a part.  The sources for creating effective change 
toward ecological justice are attainable. We can find them in our relationships with God, 
ourselves, humanity, and the Earth. 
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APPENDIX A: INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS, SPRING 2017 
 
 
1. How long have you lived in your town? 
2. How often do you attend church? 
 
3. Tell me about a typical day in your town for you. 
 
4. What are the best things about your community? What are the greatest challenges 
in your community right now? 
 
5. Reflecting back 10 years, describe what daily life was like before the gas 
companies came. 
 
a. How has the town changed since the gas companies came in? 
  
6. Tell me how fracking has personally affected you. 
 
7. Imagine a relative living in a different county calls you, saying that a company 
was interested in leasing her land for fracking. She’s heard their information, but 
is interested in your opinion. What would you tell her? 
 
8. In general, what is the role of faith in your decision-making process? 
 
9. How does your church address issues related to the environment? 
 
10. How does your religious faith influence or inform your ideas about the situations 
we’ve been talking about (or fracking generally)? 
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APPENDIX B: INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW QUESTIONS, FALL 2017 
 
 
1. How have things changed in the area since we last talked? Have there been any 
major economic or environmental changes?  
 
2. When I did the last round of interviews, some people suggested bringing 
renewable sources of energy to the area, such as wind or solar power. What do 
you think about that? What would it take to interest you in having these kinds of 
energy production in your area?   
 
3. A theme that came up throughout the previous interviews was that rural life is 
important to most individuals who live here. What do you think is the value in 
living in a rural area? How can your community maintain that value? Are there 
ways that you think the community could be improved?  
 
4. Another theme that came up was upholding a sense of tradition within the 
community. What traditions are of greatest value for this community? What 
traditions do you see as needing to change?  
 
5. In reviewing the responses from the first set of interviews, it seemed like a 
majority of the interviewees tended to compartmentalize different areas of their 
lives. For example, people often named faith as a separate category from 
economics, economics as separate from environment, environment as separate 
from faith. What are your own most central faith commitments, and how do you 
see them as related (or not related) to economics and the environment?   
 
6. What is God’s role in your day-to-day life? How do you understand God’s 
role in helping you and your community make hard decisions? (You may want to 
focus on your community of faith or on your surrounding community.)  
 
7. Where have you learned the information you have about fracking and oil and gas 
production? How do you know which sources are most reliable?  
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APPENDIX C: FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS, SPRING 2017 
 
 
1. What roles does the church fulfill for members of your congregation? What about 
for the larger community (the town/county/local area)? 
 
2. What are your greatest ethical concerns in your community? For you, as a 
religious leader, what roles do theology or religious ideas play in addressing those 
concerns? 
 
a. What would you identify as the greatest ethical concerns for your 
congregation members? 
 
3. When you hear the word “fracking,” what are the first words that come to mind? 
 
a. What role has fracking played in your community? What kinds of 
conversations do people have about fracking? 
 
4. What would you say are some opportunities and challenges that have emerged 
since oil and gas companies have come into your area? 
 
a. As faith leaders, how have you responded to those challenges, or how 
have your faith communities responded to those challenges? 
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APPENDIX D: FOCUS GROUP QUESTIONS, FALL 2017 
 
1. What comes to mind when you hear the word "fracking"?  
  
2. What roles do your churches fulfill for members of your congregations? What 
about for the larger community (the town/county/local area)?  
  
3. What responsibility does the church have in addressing issues related to the 
environment? How do your congregations address issues of stewardship or 
sustainability?   
 
4. When people leave your congregation after attending worship, how do you hope 
they will bring their faith into the rest of the week with them? How do you convey 
important ideas or messages to reach them effectively?  
 
5. Most of the people I've interviewed for this research have indicated that they 
know there are potential problems with fracking contaminating their water 
or it being dangerous for gas workers; however, most have little reservations 
about allowing drilling or pipeline on their property, adopting a "wait and see" 
attitude. When is it appropriate for individuals to err on the side of caution, and 
when is it okay to take a risk? What considerations should be made in light of the 
potential outcomes (good or bad) for the community?  What about for a 
community as a whole?  
 
6.  From the people I've interviewed and the previous focus group I got the sense 
that people from this area have a distinct understanding of what it means to live in 
a rural area and maintain traditions, stemming from the community being close-
knit and somewhat insular. In what ways does this mindset aid in your ministry 
and in what ways does it hinder your ministries? How did it (the mindset of being 
rural and close-knit) affect your ministries when the oil and gas workers were in 
the area? 
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